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ABSTRACT

yonTande Whitney Vern Hunter

SUBLIME EMBODIMENT:
THE PHENOMENOLOGICAL AESTHETICS OF A BLACK LIBERATIONAL
SPIRITUALITY

My research is concerned with investigating how we can come to understand
embodiment as consciousness through choreography, performativity, and performance.
Further and more deeply, how the “knowing body” (Merleau-Ponty) enables liberation
through an ontological embodiment. I contend that a black liberational spirituality, as an
ontological embodiment, is revealed through the phenomenological aesthetics of the black
concert dance/performance tradition.
Here, I explore the works of eight African American dance/performance artists who
convey, lucidly, this subject matter and who are firmly positioned within the black concert
dance/performance tradition: Katherine Dunham (“Shango”), Pearl Primus (“Fanga” and
“Hard Time Blues”), Eleo Pomare (“Blues for the Jungle”), Reggie Wilson (“Introduction”),
Preach R Sun (“CHRYSALIS (Cry Solace)”), Jawole Willa Jo Zollar (“Batty Moves”), and
Orlando Zane Hunter, Jr. and Ricarrdo Valentine (“how to survive a plague”). A main point
of departure for my subject is an articulation of Haitian Vodou spirit possession (a sublime
embodiment) as a perceptual means for the recontextualization of the beautiful. The
choreographic and performance work of the eight artists lead the way along with my inquiry.
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Martin Heidegger, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Edmund Husserl, and Frantz Fanon offer
phenomenological guideposts, while still other thinkers provide necessary grounding in areas
specifically focused on temporality, spatiality, gender and spirituality.
Three points that guide my investigation of this subject matter are all shared between
the artists: (1) the works testify to the power of black embodiment through performativity
and aesthetics; (2) the works recognize the interplay between the sacred and the secular
domains; and (3) the works maintain a legibility of an inherent spirituality functioning as an
animating, illuminating, and vital creative force both conscious and ancestral. The artists
signal the viability of an embodied aesthetic of black subjectivity, and their works are infused
with an urgency of spirit and a radicalism that demands recognition. It is through their works
that the revelation of liberation through the secular ritual act of dance/performance may be
encountered. It is, first, the centering of the black body that envisages the discourse from a
place of agency rather than alterity. The ultimate goal is to decenter race as a governing
principle in determining the beautiful in these works in order to turn our attention to a more
equitable place of discovery that contests racial privileging, difference as equal.
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Introduction

From the African tradition of embodying cosmic forces and dancing one’s religion, Africans
in the Americas already had the template for manifesting soul and spirit in their dance genes.
— Brenda Dixon-Gottschild

My research within this dissertation is concerned with investigating how we can come
to understand embodiment as consciousness through the medium of choreography,
performativity, and performance. Further and more deeply, it explores how the “knowing
body” (Merleau-Ponty) enables liberation through an ontological embodiment. I contend that
a black liberational spirituality, as an ontological embodiment, is revealed through the
phenomenological aesthetics of the black concert dance/performance tradition.
Here, I explore the works of eight African American artists who convey, lucidly, this
subject matter and who are firmly positioned within the black concert dance/performance
tradition: Katherine Dunham’s “Shango,” Pearl Primus’s “Fanga” and “Hard Time Blues”,
Eleo Pomare’s “Blues for the Jungle,” Reggie Wilson’s “Introduction,” Preach R Sun’s
“CHRYSALIS (Cry Solace)”, Jawole Willa Jo Zollar’s “Batty Moves” and finally, Orlando
Zane Hunter Jr., and Ricarrdo Valentine’s “how to survive a plague.” A central point of
departure for my subject is an articulation of Haitian Vodou spirit possession as a sublime
embodiment. This point of articulation is a perceptual means for the recontextualization of
the beautiful. The choreographic and performance work of the six artists lead the way along
my inquiry. Martin Heidegger, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Edmund Husserl, and Frantz Fanon
offer phenomenological guideposts, as do other key thinkers who provide necessary
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grounding in areas specifically focused on temporality, spatiality, gender, and spirituality
namely Judith Butler, bell hooks and Sobonfu Somé in their work in gender performativity,
feminism, and intimacy, and Henri Bergson, in his theory la durée, or duration in relation to
phenomenological occurrence as temporal and spatial existence.
Three points that guide my investigation of this subject matter are all shared between
the artists: (1) the works testify to the power of black embodiment through performativity
and aesthetics; (2) the works recognize the interplay between the sacred and the secular
domains; and (3) the works maintain a legibility of an inherent spirituality functioning as an
animating, illuminating, and vital creative force both conscious and ancestral. The eight
artists signal the viability of an embodied aesthetic of black subjectivity, and their works are
infused with an urgency of spirit and a radicalism that demands recognition. It is through
their works that the revelation of liberation through the secular ritual act of
dance/performance may be encountered.
An underlying objective that I plan to explicate is, first, the centering of the black
body that envisages the discourse from a place of agency rather than alterity. Second, the
ultimate goal of decentering and destabilizing race as a governing principle in determining
the beautiful in these works (part of this work will be accomplished in the use of the
lowercase “b” signaling race as a social construct, while “African American” will be
employed strategically to ground a people geographically; this is explained in depth in later
chapters). Third, to turn our attention to a more equitable place of discovery that contests
racial privileging, that place being a space where one understands difference as equal.
My dissertation is about what makes the works of these artists beautiful. Scholars
spend a lot of time historizing the works of black artists and perhaps not enough asking that
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question. I argue that their beauty can be found in the function they serve in the community,
as a means toward liberation. But it is the phenomenological aesthetic that that function and
beauty can be discovered.
Embedded within this ontological quest is the Heideggerian argument for the
necessary phenomenological methodology toward the ontological question of the meaning of
being. Simultaneously, this dissertation encounters the philosophy of embodiment as offered
by Merleau-Ponty. Additionally, the works of the eight artists insist upon a hermeneutical
approach in an effort to better understand the positioning of such an argument. The voice of
the “artist/philosopher,” coined by Nietzsche, must be allowed access in this discourse
regarding how these works simultaneously assume both a posture of form and content, not
within the binary constraint of either/or. It is the work that speaks, and the willingness of the
viewer to receive and interpret the codes that lie within. How do we see the beauty that may
be concealed in the form we perceive? Perhaps, a better question is, how do we allow
ourselves to see what is right before us? And more, how does what is right before us reveal
itself to us?
Nietzsche has called for the “artist/philosopher”, and the Institute for Doctoral Studies
in the Visual Arts has heeded the call by investing in the cultivation of such individuals. As a
dance artist and a student of philosophy, I have been privy to the engagement of the body and
dance in relation to questions of being so primary to philosophy. The artist/philosopher, an
art maker, one who conceives of the “poetic” in form and also a lover of knowledge
consistently confronting notions of beingness, has the potential to understand humanity in
new ways and even propose a new humanity through empathy, understanding, and
difference. I indeed work within this effort. I am an artist, a practitioner of the embodied arts,
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and each effort I make in the studio or on stage is an examination into what it means for me
to be human. This is the work of the artist as a philosopher, and I assert that the artists
covered in my dissertation are very much artist/philosophers concerned with the questions of
being. Each dance technique is, in fact, a philosophy—a way into the comprehension of the
nature of being, all its own. A dance technique first comes from a dance artist questioning
what it means in fact to be a person with a functioning body in the world. The methodology
of each dance technique—for example, the Dunham Technique created by Katherine
Dunham as a fusion of western classical and American modern dance with African and
African diasporic dance traditions—offers a theory regarding her humanist ideal. The
vocabulary of the technique is infused with principles that align seamlessly with the cultures
from which they derive. In the case of Dunham, the fusion of the aforementioned traditions
creates a cohesive form from what might seem a contentious relationship, that of the
hierarchal arrangement of the western-based dance with the liberated and democratic
corporeal approach of the Africanist body. The Dunham Technique and others not covered
within this research are in fact phenomenologically-based philosophies that attempt to
account temporally and spatially for the occurrence of humanity via the dancing body. What
I present in my research is an intertextual analysis of seven dance art works created by eight
dance artists who ultimately share an ontological concern through a phenomenological
aesthetics of a black liberational spirituality.
I will now turn my attention to the concepts that construct the title of my dissertation
in order to position more firmly my theoretical references: sublime, embodiment,
phenomenological, aesthetics, black, liberational, spirituality. The sublime is employed from
a Kantian perspective as it relates to the fear-inducing, immeasurable immensity of a vision
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or experience. I shall employ this sense of the sublime in an attempt at detailing how and
where the beauty resides within Haitian Vodou spirit possession and its relation to the works
of art in my dissertation. The use of embodiment derives from the larger philosophical notion
of the body’s capacity for sensuous consciousness, or what Marleau-Ponty refers to as the
“knowing body.” This point is apropos to the work and life of the dance artist who trains
her/his body toward refined consciousness not simply through the mind but also through
proximal physicality, or the dancer’s bodily relationship to time and space and objects in
space.
Embodiment functions as a unifying principle, working to dissolve historic philosophical
binaries that have restricted the possibilities of development within the Western tradition.
The aim is to continue to investigate this concept of embodiment in an effort to discover
pathways to further manifest the potentialities embedded within. These potentialities, at best,
acknowledge an alternative means of perception, one that regards difference as equal and not
lesser in relation to the historical mind/body dualism. The phenomenological exists in
various strains throughout the philosophical world. My interest lies in the Heideggerian
phenomenological where revelation relates to the study of occurrence bound temporally and
spatially. In the case of my subject matter, I link aesthetics —that is, the notion of the beauty
in objects, forms, and experiences—to the phenomenological for the possibility of
understanding the beautiful within temporal and spatial existence. Therefore, I can depart
from the perspective of Baumgarten’s founding theory on aesthetics that, “the purpose of art
is to produce beauty, defined in terms of the ordered relationship between the parts of a
whole. The point of beauty is to give pleasure and arouse desire. The finest beauty is to be
found in nature, and therefore the highest aim of art is to imitate nature,” (Anthony 250) and
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still find useful some portion of the theory. The notion of the theory of art as a mechanism of
‘arousal’ is useful in considering the relation between spirit and sensation or the sensuous.
There is a component within the nature of dance as dynamic form that brings to the fore the
essentiality of the temporal and spatial.
My employment of phenomenological aesthetics as it relates to black concert
dance/performance extends from Heidegger’s theory of the application of phenomenology as
a methodology of consciousness. This is, in turn, an argument for a new aesthetics: an
aesthetics based in dynamism and function; a phenomenological aesthetics. A
phenomenological aesthetics has its roots in context of action, an action that reveals a
function or reason for being. There is beauty in form, but there is also beauty in content and
even more in context. There is a way in which meaning and beauty can only be truly revealed
through a spatial-temporal activation, which ultimately illuminates a kind of subjectivity.
The phenomenological aesthetics of a black liberational spirituality, therefore, does the work
of a new starting point for aesthetics, as the revelation of liberty through spatiality and
temporality lies within the form of black concert dance/performance, which I present as a
black liberational spirituality.
Further, a phenomenological aesthetics is one that foregrounds the concept of
dynamism versus fixity. In this aesthetics, the beautiful resides in the process or the
occurrence as form. Dance/performance becomes an ideal subject of a phenomenological
aesthetics as dance/performance primarily occurs temporally and spatially, and it is in the
actuality of its occurrence where the beautiful may be revealed. Additionally, the dynamism
of the body as the primary medium of the dance/performance further supports the potential of
a phenomenological aesthetics.
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The subjects and their works covered in this dissertation are ordered not only in a way
that we may understand a phenomenological aesthetics as a new way of perceiving the
beautiful but also in order that we can see how their works chart new territory for the
comprehension of the beautiful. In my phenomenological aesthetics, temporality is primary;
however, spatiality is essential and, in many ways, they are indivisible. Temporality is the
intangible of the spatial. A thing in space is also in time, though it may not be inherently
time-based. However, an occurrence is simultaneously temporal and spatial. The presence of
the entities as the subjects of an occurrence provides the necessary spatial relationship that
determines its significance as an occurrence. With this, it can be understood that temporality
and spatiality are simultaneously united. The foregrounding of temporality offers the
opportunity to better understand the significance of a phenomenological aesthetics, but it is
not a disavowal of the reality of space.
In aesthetic theorist Andrew Bowie’s essay “Music, language and literature,” he calls
into question the inadequacy of music to express a level of subjectivity as long as it is bound
to language. Hegel has been a key player in stating the insufficiency of music, writing,
“[M]usic’s insufficiency lies … in the fact that the externalisation in question takes place in
the transient medium of sound” (Bowie 228). This argument, though directed toward music,
could ultimately be the identical argument against dance in that the “externalisation” in
question takes place in the transient medium of vision. Hegel continues his criticism:
“[P]urely ‘musical music’ has to free itself from the ‘determinacy of the word.’ However,
instrumental, wordless music will only really appeal to the expert, who will enjoy it because
he can compare the music he hears with the ‘rules and laws he is familiar with’” (228). At
this moment in Hegel’s argument, the separation between music and dance occurs. The key
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to this separation is the conception of Dance, in its primary sense, as movement. If dance is
the physical expression of the body for particular aesthetic and/or critical means, and if the
very core of Dance is movement—which can be considered physiologically, unbound to any
conceptual purpose—then Dance is a codified expression based primarily on the capabilities
of its possessor. Dance is a phenomenon bound primarily to time and space. Its
“externalisation” occurs via the body and is perceived through the primary organ of sight—
the eyes. Any addition of language (narrative) or music is simply an addition to what is
already possible through the physical body. In dance, which can be said in its essence to be
primarily movement itself, we potentially come in direct contact with the essential spirit that
is ontologically driven. It is the cohesion of mind and body that begets spirit. Each
component has with it the potential of action: the mind is thought action, and the body is
physical action. In the phenomenological moment of dance, a truth of spirit is ultimately
revealed.
I am forced to recognize the sociocultural significance of the term “black” in
reference to a group of people, and I do not deny that relevance. Therefore, “black” applies,
very specifically, to the categorical black concert dance. However, in reference to an African
descendant group of people, I will employ the term African American.
For liberational, I progress from the notion of “liberty” and expand to “liberational”
in hopes of understanding the concept as a state of being not simply an objectified
destination. I offer the notion that the liberational can be the space of liberty or freedom—a
space that requires a shift in consciousness about the self in time and space and time and
space itself. Therefore, I consider liberational as a state of conveying a sense of freedom and
liberty as a dynamic and organic space. As it relates phenomenologically to black concert
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dance/performance, black concert dance/performance is itself a state of being free and
liberated. The liberation that I imagine is one that counters normative values bound to
mainstream ideals of success, accumulation of wealth, assimilation. Is there space for radical
black artists to discover a success that is not contingent on assimilation and mainstream
conformity? If so, is that then simply another conformist practice? As long as difference as
equal maintains authenticity, then the promise of such an existence is possible. If it assumes
the alternative guise for the means of pure ‘success,’ then its underlying ethos is potentially
threatened. In this thinking, the efficacy of this concept difference as equal has embedded
within the potential for inclusion and not exclusion. Inclusion as an “ethos of care,” where
each participating body is able to seek a ‘success’ that does not undermine or deny another’s
but works cooperatively to support the effort of the collective whole, each having individual
needs, but not at the demise of an assumed competitor. Finally, the attempt to define my use
and interest in the notion of spirituality is by far the most difficult. Spirit—has and can be
explained from a myriad of perspectives. Nevertheless, my use of spirituality derives from its
context within the realm of Haitian Vodou and, more largely, African spirituality. The word
“vodou,” from the West African language of Fon (and whose people share that name), is
defined as “spirit”. The word “spirit” refers to the essential energy or life force that resides in
all living beings. A different, but in many ways similar, understanding of spirit from a
Derridean perspective will be discussed in later chapters in order to exhibit an intersection
between philosophical perspectives.
Within a Haitian Vodou context, there is, additionally, the pantheon of spirits or
deities that exist within its cosmology, a derived conception of its parent West African Vodun
of Ghana, Togo, Benin. In this way, the Vodun is the essential life force anthropomorphized
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and embodied within the body of the vodouist, the term used for a Haitian Vodou
practitioner. Further, according to Haitian Vodou cosmology and West African Vodun
largely, spirits are closely tied to forces of nature either as an existent force—i.e. wind, fire,
earth—or as an anthropomorphized embodiment of a force of nature. Nevertheless,
spirituality, in the context of its usage in the pages of my dissertation, refers very specifically
to the embodiment of the essential life force.
The significance of Haitian Vodou, a sublime embodiment and a philosophy of
embodiment deriving from an epistemology of African spirituality, as an essential discourse
within my dissertation is due in large part to the fact that black concert dance owes a great
deal to this spiritual practice. Interaction with the sacred dances of Haitian Vodou, in
particular in the codification of methodological forms within the black concert
dance/performance tradition, namely through the work of Katherine Dunham and her
Dunham Technique, evidences its significant relation to the conceptual construction of
embodiment based in spirit possession within the black dancing body and its relationship in
African American and American culture at large. And with that, through the work of
Dunham and Primus, my lead subjects, and others who followed, the notion of spirit
possession has created a pathway of the most profound reorganization of concert dance in
America through the development of the Dunham Technique, which ultimately stands as an
exemplification of such a movement. The Dunham Technique made possible the viability of
a new aesthetic based in the dance of the African diaspora and viewed from an Africanist
perspective. From there it became possible to envision a black concert dance as a formalized
and codified system rivaling preexisting concert dance forms. This is not without societal
restraints and limitations, but its very existence is evidence of the struggle toward liberation
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as a state of being and a phenomenon of freedom. The contextual contribution of such an
effort is the practice of the “African cultural continuum,” which posits, “take, honor,
transform the past.”1 Existing within the “African cultural continuum,” phenomenology
becomes elemental as, within the concept, temporality is embedded. Dance is a phenomenon
that, by its temporal and spatial nature, is capable of revealing and holding, deeply, embodied
knowledge.
All of the concepts/terms introduced in the title are more thoroughly explored in the
following chapters through an analysis of the eight African American dance/performancebased artists. My inquiry ultimately regards the why of black concert dance and potentially
the function it has served within our culture for African Americans and others. The artists
included maintain varying levels of comfort within the scope of my research; nevertheless,
they are included not only for their proximity to such subject matter but also out of their
desire to more deeply understand the function of their work as a means of recontextualizing
concepts about art, performance, dance, and black concert dance through the lens of the
phenomenological. I have added to this proposition the concern of the aesthetic, thusly
crafting for this inquiry a phenomenological aesthetic perspective. In totality, I offer that the
phenomenological aesthetics of a black liberational spirituality amounts to the revelation of
the beautiful through an embodied expressivity based on oneness with the primal life force
functioning to provide a space of freedom.
There has been a way in which temporal-based art, in this instance
dance/performance, has been minimized due in large part to its ephemerality. Perhaps

1Terminology

quoted from art historian Richard Powell regarding the black concert dance

tradition.
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because its form defies the possibility of sole ownership as an object it has been made to
suffer the pangs of disregard due primarily to its intangibility. For example, dance and other
performance-based art have greatly suffered from a lack of commodifiable viability, due
largely in part to the reality that the ownership of a work of dance or performance-based art
remains that of the creator. Therefore, any expectation of the viewer/audience to maintain
control over its reproduction is lessened greatly. There is, however, the practice that one may
own the rights to the presentation of the work, but ultimately what is at play is an agreement
between parties regarding the use of the work. This kind of arrangement lies outside of the
immediate discussion; however, this understanding greatly impacts the larger issue at hand;
why phenomenological aesthetics? An experience, which is inherently temporal, it is also
ever changing. To understand the “whatness” of this moment is to accept that with the
dynamic nature of time, one must perceive the entirety of the “moment” before being able to
judge it as beautiful. The intangibility of dance/performance, though to the senses quite
significant as a kind of “form,” is its “problem.”
An object is what it is by virtue of the physical properties that create its form in space.
It will remain fixed, as far as the materials employed for its creation withstand the pressures
of time. The space that it occupies will remain the space regardless of where it is situated in
space. Unless the object has natural growth properties, it will “be” what it is, where it is. The
beauty in this is that it can be judged immediately based on the fixity of its objectified
properties. If the judgment of “beautiful” has been cast upon it, the only thing that may
change that judgment is the changing perspective of the viewer. Other factors, such as the
light, the environment, or its placement, may alter the perception of the object; nevertheless,
the object itself remains principally unchanged. A beauty that can be regarded as an object or
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form in space is one that is readily susceptible to a priori pre-judgment and based on the
properties for which it is likely to bear due to the category to which it belongs. But, what
about that which is regarded only through a posteriori means—after or during? Of course,
there are objects (art objects) that reflect a kind of temporality that asks the viewer to
reconsider how the judgment of it may be acquired (kinetic sculpture is an example of such).
However, as long as the time-based object is “framed” within the context of an object, then
the judgment of it will always remain from the perspective of an object. Dance/performance
then maintains a more difficult relationship to the principles of the beautiful, if based on the
aesthetics of fixed or static form. Dance/performance inherently fails from that perspective.
Therefore, a phenomenological aesthetics is necessary to comprehend most deeply the beauty
of dance/performance. Nevertheless, there are alternate means by which dance/performance
may succeed in its effort toward the beautiful. Its “form” is dynamic, ever changing in time
and space. However, an alternative point of departure in the effort toward the beautiful is its
function. How does dance function to convey its beauty?
Within the black concert dance/performance tradition, we can witness liberty as a
state of being. It is within the content of the work that the artists are able to assert freedom
and apply a self-definition. This, then, is different from the society at large where these
African American artists are confronted with the limitation and obstacles of social and racial
inequity. Here is liberty, not simply as a philosophical notion as freedom but as real-world
experience with various appendages: freedom of choice, freedom of expression, and freedom
of being. Whether a declaration of freedom, autonomy, or coined terminology, the existence
of the black concert dance/performance tradition as an aesthetic discourse provides fertile
ground by which to investigate ontological possibilities. It is in this space of art, historically
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for the black artist in a society of systematized oppression, that freedom can be experienced
and the freedom to voice injustice may be expressed.
My use of the term “black concert dance/performance” tradition is a foregrounding of
a phenomenon that began in the 1930s, one initiated by a particular event that coalesced a
sociocultural moment. In 1937, a concert was held at the Harlem New York City YMCA. It
featured works by several African American artists that explored the gamut of African
American dance artistry. The works featured spiritual, Christian themes. The concert
included performances by Helmsley Winfred, Katherine Dunham, Edna Guy, and others who
would continue to hone their craft in the coming years. This was a galvanizing moment for
the aesthetic arts of the African American and the beginning of what would become Black
Dance in America. Since that historical moment, the concept has evolved, been built upon,
and been fervently contested. This dissertation is defined by that moment in history when a
new vision for the African American dance artist would gain significance. I am turning an
analytical eye toward black concert dance in order to identify what lies at the birthing ground
of such a phenomenon. It is my contention that the terms “liberation,” “spirituality,” and
“radical” are essential to consider in the effort to more deeply understand the black concert
dance/performance tradition. Though they are each highly complex concepts, my intention is
to carefully render a useful understanding through the interconnectedness of the works
covered.
There have been many debates on the reality and existence of a thing called
Black Dance. Panel discussions and articles explore this notion, seeking a kind of
resolution of its very nature and an explication of the terms of its existence. For my
purpose, I accept that such a phenomenon as black concert dance exists. At the heart
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of its construction is the reality that the black concert dance/performance tradition
reveals an ontological truth through the oppression of exclusion and omission of the
African American from mainstream society. Nevertheless, I am interested more in
how it functions than what it is. Therefore, it is not what it is, but how it is and even
what it does. As Heidegger defines ontology as “the question of the meaning of
being” (19), then self-definition is an effort toward freedom of being. Heidegger’s
freedom as “letting-beings be” can be interpreted as a process leading to liberation.
Through this phenomenon, the art of African Americans becomes a means toward
visibility in a society that decidedly neglects their presence, and the
dance/performance that springs forth is a testament of resilience and radicalism.

In turning my attention specifically to black concert dance, I present the following as
an analysis and response to such an inquiry as to the existence of black concert dance. The
beauty of dance is in its function. The beauty of black concert dance/performance is the spirit
of its function. The spirit of that function is within the concept of possession. The beauty of
black concert dance is the function of transferring a spirit of liberation through an embodied
expressivity. It is these artists who not only convey this knowledge through their work but
also explicitly address black liberation through the phenomenological presence of their
dancing bodies. Haitian Vodou spirit possession as a form of sublime embodiment will offer
context for understanding this principle of black liberational spirituality. Haitian Vodou is a
syncretized African spiritual system developed in Haiti. It is a fusion of West and Central
African indigenous spiritual beliefs and practices and the Catholicism of the European
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slavers (largely French and Spanish). In the eighteenth century, in the midst of the
transatlantic slave trade, populations of West and Central Africa were being forcibly brought
to the Americas through the recently established slave industry to work the newly established
plantations. In addition to their bodies, they brought with them the cultural legacies of their
homelands. A major “import” was that of vodun. Vodun is a long-practiced and honored
tradition in the coastal cultures of West Africa (Ghana, Togo, Benin, Nigeria) and, though it
is not referred to as Vodun, the ancient Kongo civilization (now present-day Angola,
Democratic Republic of Congo, and parts of Zaire). The main epistemological practice
within this spiritual system is the veneration of the ancestors (blood-related family members
who have passed away) and the spiritual energy that exists in nature. The significance of a
Vodun philosophy in regards to my interrogation is the phenomenon of spirit possession.
Though difficult to definitively state, the main component of interest is the temporary
displacement of one’s consciousness for that of a lwa or deity. Spirit possession is key as it
offers an alternative view by which to gain comprehension around notions of embodiment
that relate more directly to that of a black liberational spirituality, which I contend is the
founding principle of the black concert dance/performance as a tradition.
I am interested in the beauty within black concert dance/performance, not as an object
or form only to be perceived but as an occurrence of the revelation of the beautiful through
its function toward liberation. This I take on through my interest in the question of Being
grounded in the Heideggerian phenomenological proposition. That the question of Being
cannot be resolved metaphysically but rather phenomenologically is best exemplified in an
art form such as Dance—a form that is rooted in a spatial-temporal reality. Corporeality is a
primary feature of dance, which further grounds this argument. Even further, the
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phenomenological ultimately uncovers ontological concerns through the interrogation of a
practice such as the black concert dance/performance tradition. In and through this
interrogation of the question of Being, via the black concert dance tradition, the final
destination is toward liberation. If the question of Being is resolved phenomenologically, and
the phenomenon of being is ontological, then the epitome of being is the freedom to be.
The position that the black concert dance tradition is born out of the societal effects of
segregation, which has been recorded and made public through the outspoken efforts of
artists such as Katherine Dunham, is parallel to the efforts made by activists of the same era,
such as Ida B. Wells, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Kwame Touré, Malcolm X, and others.
Which is to say that perhaps art does imitate life. If the identical problems exist on stage that
do in life, then there is no separation between what it means to be an artist and a person—
and, in relation to this issue, an artist and an African American person. Is it possible to
construct an onstage life that is different from what exists offstage? Possibly, one can
construct an image that protects him/her from the reality of life and that can benefit from the
privilege of stage celebrity; however, at one point or another, the face beneath the Fanonian
“mask” will be revealed, and what will appear is the outward appearance of the wearer. This
experience too has been recorded in the historical incidences of high-profile African
American entertainers, such as Lena Horne, Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, Nat King Cole, and
others, having to endure the atrocity of entering performance venues through kitchens,
backdoors, and other alternate passages before going on stage to perform for white
audiences who do not represent them through a racist act of exclusion and privilege.
It is here that BCD, instead of avoiding the reality, faces head-on the difficulties of
existence. In “Strange Fruit” (see image 5), a work by African American dancer,
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choreographer, and anthropologist, Pearl Primus, comments choreographically on the social
injustice and practice of lynching to a poem by Lewis Allan (which is presented here in its
entirety for recognition purposes).

Southern trees bear a strange fruit,
Blood on the leaves and blood at the root,
Black body swinging in the Southern breeze,
Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees.
Pastoral scene of the gallant South,
The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth,
Scent of magnolia sweet and fresh,
And the sudden smell of burning flesh!
Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck,
For the rain to gather, for the wind to suck,
For the sun to rot, for a tree to drop,
Here is a strange and bitter crop.2

This work does not shy aware from the explicit description of the condemned body, nor does
Primus’s body as she reaches, falls, and rolls in protest, fear, and disgust. The movements
seemingly fight and cry out against the horror of the act. There is the embodiment of the soul
in both resistance and impotence. This is Black Dance resounding, radically, against society.
Like any well-choreographed and performed dance, the work presents the body as a vessel

2http://www.learningfromlyrics.org/Fruits.html
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exuding kinesthetic and emotive impulses that resonate through the bodies of the audience.
Though lynching may seem an ethical issue as it relates to the responsibility of an artist to
“speak” out against injustice, I argue that it is not only ethical but ontological. Lynching, as a
practice of blatant condemnation, of African American men and women unjustly, derives
from a place where one’s very existence, as an African American, is a threat to society. This
is a public display of racism that decimates the physical body of the punished. It is a
“spectacle”3 meant to deter and incite fear. In the dance, Primus’s body crawls and runs
toward an imagined hanging body or already fallen to the ground and retreats with a kind of
helplessness and defeat. The protest against this event, which Primus embodies, is overcome
by an institutionalization portrayed in the repetition of her choreographic action.
It has been argued that the African American dance artists were not setting out to
create Black Dance, categorically, but that they were simply creating dance. The term “black
concert dance” itself was coined by critics in the 1930s, after the use of “Negro dance” had
faded, to acknowledge the work initiated by African American dance pioneers Edna Guy and
Helmsley Winfield through a kind of Heideggerian enframing. “Enframing, as a challengingforth into ordering, sends into a way of revealing. Enframing is an ordaining of destining, as
is every way of revealing” (Heidegger 330). Within the context of the black concert
dance/performance tradition, the notion of ordaining as a way of revealing can be viewed
from two sides: On one, it creates a racially insensitive separation from the preexisting
modern dance and distinguishes it as something different. On the other, the idea of revealing
does, in fact, speak to a reality of the black concert dance/performance tradition in
relationship to its self-defining property, therefore its inherent ontological concerns.

3

The use of “spectacle” from Foucault’s Discipline and Punish.
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However, out of this potentially negative practice is born a unique artistic “form” that
authentically parallels the societal struggles and efforts of African Americans.
Perhaps, then, any discussion regarding the black concert dance/performance tradition
comes with categorical signifiers—those distinctive markers that speak to its “inner
possibility,”4 which deals not only with the ontological question of the one but with the larger
community and the concerns from which it derives, a kind of social responsibility in which
the dance (or form) is assumed but its larger component, the content, is the more significant
contribution. This is not to suggest that Black Dance or black dancers/choreographers cannot
create a work of art that does not have the responsibility of the “all,” but if Black as a
modifier exists before the form, then perhaps it is worth considering what that can potentially
convey. When African American dancers state that they are dancers, not Black dancers,
perhaps that is a request against categorization as a limitation of the self and one’s abilities
and expectation of the society. However, the category can very well exist in a general sense
as a unique genre with specific contributions to offer.
What I propose then is that the black concert dance/performance tradition is a kind of
collective subjectivity in which its autonomy is based in a collective and integrated memory
and affiliation. John S. Mbiti’s take on the Cartesian “I think therefore I am” recontextualizes
the ontological statement through a vision of inclusion: “I am because WE are and, since we
are, therefore I am.” And as I posit, the existence of the black concert dance/performance
tradition mirrors this very notion. Katherine Dunham’s anthropological and artistic work in
Haiti, Martinique, Jamaica, and West Africa is a process of intertextualization through the

4

A Heideggerian descriptive term in relation to essence.
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medium of dance. It is not simply sourcing of possible artistic material but a reclamation of
sorts—a reclamation of a dispersed identity and history.
Contact with each of the African diasporic cultures reifies their contribution and
existence within the cultural landscape of African American culture and American Modern
Dance. In an interview with dance writer Zita Allen from the PBS documentary Free to
Dance, which focuses on the contributions of the African diaspora and African American
culture to American Modern Dance, she states what Dunham’s intention was in studying the
various West African and Caribbean forms. Allen says simply that Dunham wanted to
“dignify the material.” By including the traditions of West Africa and the Caribbean and
connecting them to American culture, Dunham creates a dance lineage that regards not only
the artistic contributions but the philosophical as well. Through her Dunham Technique,
which is a fusion of classical ballet and African diasporic forms, she creates a uniquely
American modern dance form that recognizes, through its pedagogical approach, the systems
of movement it borrows from, such as isolations of various body parts, polyrhythms, and
three-part ballet structure (barre, center, and progressions). The individualist spirit of
Katherine Dunham is the drive that progresses toward a kind of Bahktinian polyphonism in
which the individual voice becomes merely an allowance of the multitude.
In chapter one, I discuss Katherine Dunham and her work “Shango” for having
established a vocabulary by which a new style of modern dance could be born and along with
it a way to view and understand the Africanist aesthetic on the Western concert dance stage.
Further, the chapter reveals how, conceptionally, spirit possession, as primarily a corporeal
phenomenon and a contextual structure within Haitian Vodou, maintains itself,
fundamentally, as a black liberational spirituality. Additionally, Haitian Vodou spirit

21

possession can be considered aesthetically within both the sacred and secular domains,
offering a ground for how one may perceive black concert dance.
Chapter two explores Pearl Primus and her works “Hard Time Blues” and “Fanga.”
Both works function as a “taproot” by which the black radical dance/performance tradition
gains its momentum and power. Primus’s “Hard Time Blues” and “Fanga” birth a
phenomenological aesthetic that speaks with profound didacticism of a black liberational
spirituality. Continuing on, chapter three, “Eleo Pomare: The Light of Truth,” explores
“Blues for the Jungle” as a continuation of the legacy of the black radical dance/performance
tradition crafting a space by which the question of aesthetics could be explicitly confronted.
“Blues…” works to unravel the sacredness of alienation and animates, through Pomare’s
body and his dance, a truth of being-ness in a world that continuously rejects the black
subject and its humanity. In Pomare, that force of rejection meets an unceasing opponent, and
the spiritual dimension of truth is revealed. Chapter four, concerning Reggie Wilson, and his
“Introduction,” reminds us of the journey thus far by connecting the roots that join Africans
and African diasporans globally. “Introduction” embodies the knowledge gained from his
various field research excursions, and presents that research using a performative style that
pushes the boundaries of performance and presence. In chapter five, Preach R Sun and his
“CHRYSALIS (Cry Solace)” ask us to rediscover our starting place—that is, blackness and
black concert dance—and chart for ourselves how to “truly” live free. Though Preach R
Sun’s work is not wholly positioned with the black concert dance/tradition; it is significant to
consider its relationship to the form as a way seeing, comparatively, the necessary creative
adjustments to one’s work for the purpose of a complete transformation and an alignment
towards liberation. Jawole Willa Jo Zollar’s, “Batty Moves,” in chapter six insists on an
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acknowledgment and appreciation of the Africanist legacies developed through the African
Cultural Continuum of “taking, honoring and transforming the past” (Richard Powell). She
confiscates a place for the black woman and her body. Further, the establishment of Urban
Bush Women functions as a community engagement project that innovates and articulates the
need for consistent engagement and development of concepts and principles founded on
black female empowerment. In this chapter and through “Batty Moves,” I explore the
essential recontextualization of the black female form and its relationship to embodiment as
an emboldened subjectivity. Orlando Zane Hunter, Jr and Ricarrdo Valentine’s “how to
survive a plague,” offers a phenomenological aesthetic that asserts an embodied queer black
intimacy. Hunter’s and Valentine’s queer black intimacy is premised on the extension of the
self to the communal in the collective effort towards spiritual and physical wellness. “How to
survive a plague” accounts for the fullness of the individual experience and its essential
interconnectedness to the collective, extending to the ancestral realm. They ask, “how is this
relationship maintained and what is our active role in securing the connection.” Finally, in
chapter eight, I tend to an underlying and shared theoretical thread between all the artists and
their work. The notion of subversion lies just under the surface of the artists’ work within the
effort towards liberation through black concert dance/performance. My concern with
subversion is its assertion as a conscious act by which pre-established norms, practices, and
systems are undermined by an effort to reveal a necessary, overlooked and potentially
ignored reality. Undoubtedly, the effort of undermining established systems is a key and
necessary component towards the achievement of liberation. Therefore, the identification of
the function of the subversive act, within these works, exists as an illumination of truth that
will sustain the overall effort.
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We may account for the notion of the body as an “object” of embodiment in that the
body in African spiritual tradition is a body to be used by the cosmic forces for the
manifestation of a myriad of spirit. By accepting the Africanist context of the body in an
aforementioned manner, we are better able to comprehend the notion of what Roberto
Strongman calls “trans-corporeality,” or the concept of the body as a dynamic conduit and
vessel of the cosmic forces.
Continuing to function within the phenomenon of a black liberation spirituality is to
function in a radical space. To purport difference as a means of equity within a systematic of
docility and obedience is the radicalism that accompanies a black liberational spirituality.
The black concert dance/performance tradition, then, as a phenomenon of difference,
functions as an embodied radicalism toward true liberation. Ultimately, the achievement
beyond liberation is then difference as equal. The colloquial expression ‘same difference’
then resonates more significantly. However, I would be explicit in equating ‘same’ as
‘equal.’ So in fact, the expression might be stated more accurately, in this scenario, as ‘equal
difference,’ as what I contend is that things that are not the same, in fact, can be equal.
It is the history of American oppression upon the black body that I am responding to
within the chapters of my dissertation. The hope is that a black liberational spirituality may
provide perceptive means for comprehending more accurately the existence and function of
black concert dance/performance and the works of the artists covered in my dissertation. I am
very much interested in how African descendants have found ways to exist successfully in
the space of long-term systematic and systemic oppression. In regards to my subject matter,
the phenomenological aesthetics of a black liberational spirituality, I am aware that some
methods have been and are conscious, and some are unconscious and deeply ancestral. I
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assert that a black liberational spirituality is conscious, though the components of its whole––
that is, and in regards to black concert dance/performance tradition, the use of the stage
space, the articulation of body parts, the manipulation of time––may themselves be
channeled through phenomenological means. In this case through the actual practice of black
concert dance/performance tradition, the realities of its existence are revealed through the
temporal and spatial happening of the moment.
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Chapter 1
Katherine Dunham: No God without the Body

Bi o s’enia, image o si [if humanity were not, the gods would not be}—
Yoruba Proverb (Soyinka)

Haitian Vodou spirit possession maintains itself fundamentally as a black liberational
spirituality through its contextual structure as a corporeal phenomenon. Additionally, the
phenomenon of Haitian Vodou spirit possession offers a grounding for how to see black
concert dance/performance through the consideration of its sacred and secular aesthetics.
A practice of spirit possession in the various African traditional religions (continental
and diasporic), such as Candomblé of Brazil, Santeria of Cuba, the Yoruba system (Ifa) of
Nigeria and the African Diaspora, and Haitian Vodou fundamentally exists . Commonly,
spirit possession can be described as a direct and temporary habitation by a spirit or deity in
the body of a devotee of that particular faith. Within the Haitian Vodou ceremony, songs are
sung, prayers are made, veves (ground drawings of cornmeal, flour, or coffee) are drawn,
drum rhythms are played, all to appease and request the presence and ultimately the blessing
of the lwa (the Haitian Vodou name for spirits or deities). The presence that is being
requested is the manifestation of the lwa within the body of the vodouist (the Haitian Vodou
devotee). Within the purview of Haitian Vodou, as with other African-based spiritual
traditions, spirit possession is the ultimate blessing upon which the vodouist can be
bestowed. It is the habitation of the lwa within the body of the vodouist that evidences his/her
commitment, belief, and continued communication with the lwa and Haitian Vodou as a
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spiritual system. Through a variety of initiation rites that a devotee may undergo, the body of
the vodouist is prepared to ‘hold’ any spirit within the Vodou pantheon, which it can do at
specific times within the regleman (or ceremonial order) of the ritual ceremony in progress.
Strongman, in his essay “Transcorporeality in Vodou,” explains “spirit possession as
a way of knowing self and embodiment in which personhood in general, and gender and
sexuality in particular, emerge as porous, fluid, and subject to change during any ceremony”
(423). In addition to the existence of ‘transcorporeality’ within the sacred realm of HV, I
argue that the body while in possessed state is a kind of an artful body, or simply that this
‘fluid’ body by its nature conveys a potential toward what may be aesthetically considered,
or in another way, there is beauty in fluidity. Vodouists believe that it is a blessing to have
the lwa (or the spiritual law that the word lwa is said to be a Haitian Kreyol derivation of)
“come down” into the peristil (ceremonial grounds) where one worships and inhabit one’s
body. The peristil is the Vodou temple where all the proceedings of a ritual ceremony occur.
The most common belief within the religion is that the lwa ascend from the ethereal abyss of
the deep waters of the ocean known as Afrik Guinen through a center pole, or poto mitan, of
the peristil. In this instance, the lwa comes into the body through those conductive means.
The other experience of the lwa is that it is always present within the devotee, and its
visibility is simply a kind of “calling up” that state of consciousness. This research endeavor
engages and accepts these two prevailing concepts surrounding the presence of the lwa. Both
accepted concepts are important considerations as they show connections between the nature
of the body as conduit and conductor, awakening the spirit within and beckoning that which
lies without. Nevertheless, the connectivity of the energetic powers of the body as nature
means that either concept must be accepted if the principle of spirituality as a oneness with
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nature exists. Perhaps the altered physiological functions (changing of breath patterns, a
crossing of eyes, crippling of hands) and feats displayed (eating of glass, cutting oneself,
ramming one’s head into a wall) by the present lwa become markers by which one may
apprehend aesthetics and the philosophical. The various lwa represent varying archetypal
essences (beauty, strength, aggression), and the body is physically altered by the presence of
a particular lwa; thusly, through the manifestation of the lwa, the body is endowed with a
knowledge that can only occur under the ‘control’ of a lwa. Though Haiti resides
geographically in the Western hemisphere, its African diasporic identity, through the
integrated presence of Haitian Vodou, evidences a conceptualization of the body that is
deeply connected to corporeal epistemologies of traditional African cosmologies (particularly
West and Central Africa, as the majority of the enslaved populations of the Americas came
from these areas). The primary and essential concept is the embodiment of forces of nature
and ancient ancestors. Van Marter, in an essay titled, “African Spirit Possession and the Holy
Spirit,” draws parallels between African spirit possession and the Christian doctrine of Holy
Spirit. Noel states, “Christians have not discounted the reality of spirits but theologically
evaluated them as evil or, at best, impediments to full conversion …” (www.pcusa.org). The
theological evaluation of the presence of spirits as ‘evil’ significantly contradicts a more
positive outlook of spirit possession within the principles of Haitian Vodou spirituality. My
research accepts such an experience or phenomenon of spirit possession as it exists within the
Haitian Vodou system. It is in no way a research that aims to prove or disprove of its
existence, only to allow it to guide a discourse of being-ness, particularly in reference to a
black liberational spirituality as grounding for black concert dance traditions. I refer back to
the comprehension of Strongman regarding the possibility of the body to be a ‘porous’ and
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‘fluid’ body, able to engage its spiritual makeup in a sensuous and dynamic way. The
‘transcorporeality’ concept is one that offers an alternate point of departure of embodiment
verified by the existence of spirit possession. To accept Strongman’s concept is to accept that
the liberation of the black body is possible if understood from an Africanist spiritual
perspective—a perspective that holds sacred to existence the possibility that spiritual
intervention and existence is not ‘evil’ but in fact a thing of beauty, and more, sublimity.
Merleau-Ponty writes, “[T]he body’s animation is not the assemblage or juxtaposition
of its parts. Nor is it a question of a mind or spirit coming down from somewhere else into an
automaton; this would still suppose that the body itself is without an inside and without a
‘self’” (352). Merleau-Ponty’s statement may seem to contradict the phenomenon of spirit
possession, but, rather, it inadvertently supports the existence of spirit possession through its
understanding that the body must first have a ‘self.’ According to Paget Henry, “a thorough
study of Afro-Diasporic religions reveals how—unlike the Western idea of the fixed internal
unitary soul—the Afro-Diasporic self is removable, external, and multiple” (quoted in
Strongman 9). Therefore, Haitian Vodou spirit possession as a corporeal phenomenon helps
us better comprehend the multiplicity and dynamism of the black body, which is grounded in
an Africanist corporeality.
To take us further into this existential understanding, Karen McCarthy Brown
discusses four “constitutive parts,” an argument that sheds light on the subject of a “multiple
soul complex” (which has its derivatives in West African spirituality). It is carried through in
Haitian Vodou personhood as the possible sublime in possession: nam, ti bonnaj, gwo
bonnaj, and zetwal.

29

A person’s nam is usually understood as the animating force of the body. The most
immediate effect of death is the departure of the nam, which is sometimes said to
linger for a short period of time around the corpse or grave. … The ti bonnaj (little
guardian angel), which each person also possesses is … best described as a spiritual
reserve tank. It is an energy of presence within the person that is dimmer or deeper
than consciousness, but it is nevertheless there to be called upon in situations of stress
and depletion. … [T]he gwo bonnaj, the big guardian angel, is capable of sustained
existence apart from the body it inhabits. … [T]he zetwal or star … is a kind of
celestial parallel self. The concept of the zetwal is rooted in the belief that each person
is born with his or her fate already foreknown and unchangeable. (8–9)

The gwo bonnaj, like the Freudian superego, is the part of the person that shows itself
most vividly to others. It conveys the outward personality that another will encounter upon
first meeting. The mere concept of a departure or “sustained existence apart from the body”
of the gwo bonnaj invites the concern of a nonreturn. There would lie a void in a person
waiting to be filled. Whether it is assumed that the “big guardian angel” will return or not,
the practice of a removal of such an integral component of one’s personhood tempts a feature
of the sublime experience, that of fear due to the immeasurability of an experience or
external object. In this case, the immeasurability of the gwo bonnaj and the void caused by
the temporary displacement of it is where the fear lies. In 1983, the Charles Moore Dance
Company performed a reconstruction of Katherine Dunham’s “Shango,” (see fig. 1) which
was filmed for the documentary of the Brooklyn Academy of Music’s presentation of the
historical ark of black dance in America, titled, Dance Black America. In an interview
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regarding his company’s performance of the work, Moore states, “When I danced …
“Shango,” I wasn’t Charles Moore anymore. I was possessed. You had to be in order to do
the dance. We were all a little afraid.” The fear that Moore speaks of, I argue, is not only the
fear of performing this material but also fear connected to the content of the material—the
same fear that surfaces during an authentic Haitian Vodou fet (the word used to identify the
sacred ceremony). The fear surfaces as a result of the blurred line between the sacred and the
secular as witnessed within the performance of the work. It could be argued that through the
performative utterance of the work that the lwa may not be able to discern the difference
between the secular presentation of the work and the performance of the dance in its sacred
realm. In this way, the stage is then set for the possibility of the ‘fear,’ which accompanies
the sublime presence of the lwa. What is at stake is the loss of oneself. The self at this
moment is the presence of the gwo bonnaj. Vodou scholar Karen McCarthy Brown writes,
“The struggle that marks the onset of possession is understood as a struggle between a
person’s gwo bonnaj and the Vodou lwa (spirit), who desires to ‘ride’ that person and to use
his body and voice to communicate with the faithful” (8). As presented above, the ‘fear’ of
possession is real even within the context of the secular ritual of performance. This occurs
through deployment of the performative utterances, in choreographic form, of Dunham’s
“Shango” by Charles Moore and his dance company,
But how can the sublime truly be considered here? According to Kantian
explications, when the beautiful is expanded to beyond what is measurable and wholly
perceptible, there is the sublime. If we can consider the possibility of spirit possession in a
secular realm, that being the artistic realm, then there is the possibility that it can be
appreciated for the beauty that accompanies it. The beauty is a perceptible aesthetic cause by
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the struggle of temporality and spatiality that occurs within the body of the vodouist at the
“onset of possession,” as McCarthy noted. The spatial/temporal struggle is a bodily
fracturing that creates a pathway by which a lwa may enter into the body of the vodouist.
That occurrence is the moment of both wonder and beauty. But it is heightened by the reality
that it does not end. This scenario of spatial/temporal fracturing continues to the point of
complete spiritual possession when the lwa makes his/her presence known to the faithful.
The moment of the struggle of the vodouist to maintain his/her established state is but one
moment that can generate the potential for aesthetic judgment based on reflective quality.
However, the actual release of the body for the presence of the lwa creates another view of
the beautiful toward the sublime via the space of the fracture. The body’s physical resistance
to the fracture reveals a helplessness conveyed through the falling and abrupt shifting and
throwing of the body. The vodouist’s consciousness being temporarily severed enacts a kind
of dismemberment by which any potential stabilization must be acquired through instability.
The particular lwa that ‘fights’ to mount the vodouist determines, in many cases, the dynamic
of the fracture. The gentler the spirit, the gentler the arrival, and vice versa. In either
scenario, the necessary fracture must occur; and with it, the vision of temporary displacement
evokes a dynamic aesthetic. Through this occasion, a new and visual reality is conveyed.
The fracturing of the “conscious-body” is the limit. This moment must come to an
end in order for the possession to occur. The present danger of fracture exists only to give
way to the restabilizing of the “conscious-body” through the temporary displacement that is
spirit possession. The possibility of the sublime here is in the durational limitlessness in the
moment of the temporary displacement. In a Bergsonian revelation of temporality, what can
be discovered is that his concept of duration (la durée), is very much akin to that which
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creates a relevancy with spirit possession. “Duration is not merely one instant replacing
another; if it were, there would never be anything but the present—no prolonging of the past
into the actual, no evolution, no concrete duration. Duration is the continuous progress of the
past which gnaws into the future and which swells as it advances. And as the past grows
without ceasing, so also there is no limit to its preservation” (Bergson et al. 4). The
connection here is to the ancestral lineage of the person of African ancestry. It is the
connection of one’s ancestry that functions as the past that “grows without ceasing.” The past
is the ancestral lineage of the African pantheon that occurs at every occasion of a possession.
The African deities are the memories embodied and made present through access to deep
consciousness.
Here we can look to Kant and his notion of the sublime and relate it to the occurrence
of the sublime as embodied within the Haitian Vodou spirit possession.

The beautiful in nature is a question of the form of the object, and this consists in
limitation, whereas the sublime is to be found in an object even devoid of form, so far
as it immediately involves, or else by its presence provokes, a representation of
limitlessness, yet with a super-added thought of its totality. Accordingly the beautiful
seems to be regarded as a prevention of the indeterminate concept of the
understanding, the sublime as a presentation of an indeterminate concept of reason.
(Kant 75)
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The sublime is greater than the beautiful. It goes beyond what is simply a judgment of taste.
What Kant has written, that the “sublime is the name given to what is absolutely great,” helps
us here in offering what it is about the sublime that positions possession in such a place.

Becoming God: The Sacred Domain
Kant has written of the sublime as “a presentation of an indeterminate concept of
reason.” (Kant 75) Regarding possession as sublime embodiment, the concern whether
possession is real and that a supernatural spirit can “mount” a vodouist is not the primary
interest. My interest is why this form of worship. Why does the African body, from ancient
times to current-day Haiti, find it necessary and viable to embody spirit in this way? There is
a sublimity in this practice as a reality. What would be the “reason” that such an occurrence
would be necessarily practiced? It is not that the black body has always been oppressed,
desiring a way of liberating itself from corporeal oppression. There is something that lies at
the core of spirit possession that speaks to its relevance as a phenomenon particularly as it
applies to Dunham’s “Shango” and black concert dance in general.
The theory of lived experience is essential to the theory of embodiment and
particularly essential to the grounding of possession “as a way of knowing self and
embodiment” (Strongman). Lived experiences are fundamentally experiences that people live
through, which are inherently spatially and temporally based. Spirit possession is then, in
fact, a lived experience within the spiritual realm. I argue that spirit possession is a corporeal
phenomenon that manifests as a sublime embodiment. It goes beyond the corporeal and
actual toward a ‘place’ in which the illogical and irrational must be considered. In the sacred
domain of a Vodou spirituality, the body is ultimately a conduit—a space where energies
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may be temporarily contained and through which they pass. To consider the body in such a
way opens a door of possibilities that reveal a greater unknown about ourselves in space and
time. There is a freedom here—a freedom of not knowing but being. Perhaps this is truly the
core of transcendental philosophies “being in the world.”
So, spirit possession reveals for us an alternate way of understanding the capabilities
of ourselves and our bodies. It conveys ideas of detachment, multiplicity and a truth of beingness.
The embodiment of a black liberational spirituality must be comprehended through this filter.
For, as we perceive its phenomenological aesthetics through black concert dance and in this
chapter through “Shango,” what is understood is that form, though primary to perception,
falls short of what may be the ultimate goal—freedom. Reaching beyond form toward the
unknowable space of spirit, spirituality is freedom; spirituality as freedom. This is a black
liberational spirituality.
What is God? God is both time and space in relation to the African diasporic body.
God occurs in the body and defines space by virtue of spiritual presence. Temporality is
apparent not only through occurrence but also through duration. Within Haitian Vodou
practice, a lwa possesses a vodouist, is greeted and greets, is offered food, drink, and other
specified items (see fig. 2). The lwa, and possible multiple lwa of that familial lineage, stays
present until a particular task has been completed. Perhaps the task is to speak to a member
of the house or to convey a particular message to the society. However, once the task is
complete, the lwa departs. The duration of a lwa’s visit is decided by the lwa and accepted by
the family (the use of the term family is an identification of the interpersonal relationship of
the vodouists of a particular house). The officiating mambo (female high priest) or houngan
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(male high priest) may attempt to hurry this process along in an effort to get through the
ceremony, but the priest takes his/her lead from the lwa. The drummers may also have a part
in the duration of the lwa’s presence by initiating a different rhythm, one not associated with
the lwa. Nevertheless, each and every person ultimately yields to the desire of the lwa.
Time and space are entwined in this sublime event. Are time and space on either end
of the equilibrium scale? If so, is balancé the experiential fulcrum of these two realities?
Balansé is a process by which a vodouist’s equilibrium is destabilized as they are repeatedly
turned from one direction to the other during the evening ceremony—this occurs before the
vodouist enters the djevo (or the room of seclusion) where they must live for the entirety of
their initiation process. The process is ongoing and occurs several times in a night. Initiates’
heads face downward, and each is cared for by a mother or father. There is a trust that the
initiate must maintain in order to get through this process securely, and they must also release
any sense of control. I would also argue that there is liberation within this experience. The
body’s center of gravity is constantly being shifted, and space and time are manipulated for
the purpose of greater possibilities of consciousness. The body is freed by virtue of an
attendant’s care and concern for an initiate’s well-being.

The Performance of Liberation
Embedded in possession is the “performance” of liberation. In the state of possession,
the body is free to act at its most enlightened through the intervention of the lwa. Scholar
Karen McCarthy Brown writes, “[T]he Vodou priests and priestesses … improvise freely
within the character range of the spirit” (13). This improvised freedom is made viable via a
fundamental essence of Haitian Kreyol language itself: that of orality. It is not simply the
orality of the language transmission that allows meaning to be comprehended but that true
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meaning is in the use of the “performance” of the words.—in the act of speaking the
language itself. Michel writes, “[T]he apparent importance of words and the oral medium for
value transmission in Haitian society, the spoken language has very little meaning and
practically no influence in itself; images, metaphors, contradictions, irony, humor, and tone
are what give life and significance to the message behind the words. The ‘exercise of the art,’
that is, the oral performance—how things are said, by whom, to whom, under which
circumstances, for what purpose—‘actualizes’ the words and gives them life” (33). The “oral
performance” carries over into the Vodou ceremony in a significant way. Incantations,
invocations, songs, and chants are very much key components in effective communication
with the lwa. Langaj is the sacred or ancient language spoken by the lwa. It is a hybrid of
Haitian Kreyol and the remnants of African languages brought by the enslaved Africans. It
has been maintained within the Vodou temple by houngans and mambos as a means of direct
communication with the lwa. The langaj is used to invoke the spirit when a vodouist is at the
“crossroads” of possession. It is employed as a fragmental component of songs, like chants,
and it seamlessly enters the space of the ceremony. “Certain chants have remained absolutely
African. These are said to be in langage. These for the most part have been retained in a
mnemonic tradition, but very few houng’gans or houn’sihs are able any long to translate
them” (Rigaud 132–33). “[P]ossession performance is not used here to indicate that there is
anything false or contrived about these visits from the spirits. … The term is used rather to
indicate what has often been noticed about possession in the Vodou temple: it has a theatrical
quality” (McCarthy Brown 13).
Reggie Wilson, discussed more thoroughly in chapter 4,“Embodied African
Technologies,” once explained to me his quest for “doing big movements as fast as possible.”
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This search was not only for the discovery of dynamic possibilities but also for the sublimity
or “possession” in the movement. In Wilson’s estimation, the effort of attempting to capture
the specificity of the big movement at such an unreasonable tempo conjures an aesthetic akin
to possession, like being the chawal (horse) upon which a lwa rides when a Vodouist is in a
state of possession trance.
“Europeans go to church and speak about God, we dance in the temple and become
God” (Wade Davis regarding Africans concept about worship). This notion of “becoming
God” intrigues me and provides a wealth of instigations to be investigated. First and most
importantly in regards to my research, however, is the relationship between this “becoming
God” and sublimity as a phenomenon. What this quotation speaks to is possession, the
sublime embodiment that renders one’s body a vessel that a spiritual entity inhabits. The
“God” referenced here, from an Africanist perspective, derives from a pantheon of spirits,
gods, and deities that are directly engaged with the terrestrial existence of a vodouist. From
the Africanist view, particularly as it exists in Haitian Vodou, the lwa have a keen
relationship with vodouists, becoming deeply intertwined in their lives (both initiated and
uninitiated). They exist as intermediaries between humans and the Supreme Being or Bon
Dieu (as referred to in Haitian Creole).
In Haitian Vodou, it is believed that the lwa is present when the dance of that
particular lwa becomes so exquisitely legible that a denial of its presence would be
blasphemous. The vodouists know how to relate to the lwa first by its presence through its
“horse,” the term used by vodouists to identify the devotee that the lwa is “riding.” Through
the actions of the lwa, the necessary procedure by which to greet him or her becomes clear.
“These actions indicate that the “god” is present in the body.
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There is a consideration that must be given to the relation between sublime
possession and Katherine Dunham’s “Shango.” That consideration is the immeasurability of
“Shango” and its reckoning with the phenomenon of possession. “Shango” is an abstract
dance of a Haitian vodou ritual, a ceremony to the god of war, during which thunder and
lightning occurs. In the work, like that of an authentic ritual, there are a number of
participants: a houngan (male high priest), mambo (female high priest), tambou (the battery
of drums and the drummers themselves), houngenicon (Vodou singing chorus), and vodouist
(Vodou devotees). The players enter and set the stage for what ultimately, as choreographed
by Dunham, will be the presence of the lwa. The work continues through various stages:
preparation, invocation, possession. (I became aware that these titles denoted the
organizational structure of an American Voodoo ceremony through an online source
maintained by a Louisiana Voodoo practitioner. There are no titles offered within the context
of Dunham’s “Shango.” I feel comfortable in utilizing these section titles merely as a
function of better analyzing the work as it relates to an authentic ceremony.)
Within the scope of the choreography, the Preparation begins as the dancers enter
onto the stage. A person carries a small chair, which is designated for the officiating priest.
Others carry benches, tables, and other items. All of these items are to be utilized within the
work, matching what would be seen within an authentic Haitian Vodou ceremony. The next
stage is the Invocation. All items and materials have been placed. The table or niche, the
sacred table constructed as an altar that contains sacred objects and items used throughout the
ceremony, is placed before the houngan. Once gestures and prayers are made toward the
niche, the Invocation section has begun. The houngan is presented with items that are
essential to his work: a bowl and a knife. He has a white chicken, the fowl to be sacrificed. In
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the Vodou practice, the sacrifice occurs as an offering to a particular lwa. It is the sacred
bloodletting act that seals the bond between the human and spirit realms using the body of
the animal. An agreement is made between the animal and the houngan when he presents the
animal to the four cardinal points and prepares it with food and prayers.
Possession begins after the sacrifice has completed. The animal has given its life, and
in return that sacred vow must be honored by the present vodouists. The blessing of those
present is made through the placing of blood upon either the lips, forehead or another body
part. In Dunham’s “Shango,” the vodouists are touched upon the lips with the warm blood of
the sacrificed chicken. It is this act that binds the community together and, more importantly,
beckons the lwa to its terrestrial plane (see fig. 2). The revelation of the lwa upon the body of
the vodouist is that the lwa that has “come down” is not the god Shango at all but in fact the
god of creation, Damballah. Damballah is the sacred serpent who, within Haitian Vodou
mythology, holds the cosmos together by coiling around while simultaneously eating its own
tail. Is this a mishap? Has the wrong lwa been summoned? No, what has occurred is that in
abstracting the ritual, Dunham has perhaps taken a fragment of what would be a longer
ceremony. Within the Haitian Vodou ceremony, Damballah Wedo is recognized and saluted
early as he represents the “ancient, the venerable father; so ancient, so venerable, as of a
world before the troubles began …” (Deren 114). The presence of Damballah is a blessing of
the earth and creation itself. As witnessed, choreographically, Damballah crawls and writhes
upon the ground, undulating its serpentine body upon the very earth, traveling between the
earth and air.
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In the work, one witnesses the possessed being ridden by the spirit of creation
Damballah Wedo. Though the name of the work is “Shango,” one might expect the presence
of that deity. In actuality, Shango himself never appears.

Haitian Vodou as a Black Liberational Spirituality
To watch dance is to engage in an intellectual interaction and transaction. The
presented work offers a view of a theory or proposition about life, and the viewer ingests the
proposition and determines what portions of it they accept or reject. Therefore, the
engagement is not simply a passive exchange of information. The viewer is active. There is
great potential for learning. What is possible to learn from “Shango?” Within the purview of
my research, it is most interesting to learn about our spiritual nature and the capabilities of
our bodies. We are each constructed with a specific spiritual makeup that maintains a
connection to our ancestral lineage. Within her artistry as it relates to “Shango,” Dunham
offers a way to understand and connect to our spiritual nature. She offers through “Shango”
the possibility of deeply understanding the need to maintain connection with our spirit. She
offers us the impossible vision of the sublime.
It is clear that the Possession begins when Damballah enters “on” the body of the
dancer. The dancer undulates and drags himself along the floor. The base of his spine tucks
in and sends a deep wave from the coccyx all the way up and through to the head. He rises,
and torso and chest lift up as his tongue articulates out and side to side. The energy of the
stage is altered as Damballah writhes through space. The houngan greets Damballah, pushing
his head of the dancer embodying Damballah down as a way to both salute the spirit and
redirect his energy. Eventually, Damballah mounts the altar, stands, and arrests the action
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before another song enters the space. He spins his head and is lifted off and taken away (see
fig. 3).
What do we learn about ourselves through the presence of Damballah Wedo, the
yonvalou, the dance of supplication performed in honor of the great serpent Lwa and the
body? According to the Haitian Vodou creation myth, Damballah, the great sky serpent and
father of all the Lwa, created all the waters of the Earth. The movement of his seven
thousand coils formed hills and valleys on Earth and brought forth stars and planets in the
cosmos. He forged metals from his heat and sent forth lightning bolts to form the sacred
rocks and stones of the world. When he shed his skin in the sun, releasing all the waters over
the land, the reflection in the waters created a rainbow. Damballah fell in love with the
rainbow, and made it his wife, Ayida-Wedo (she represents the sky as a whole).
In various veves, floor drawings that function as beacons for the lwa, the presence of
both Damballah and Ayida-Wedo is significant as their dual coiling reflects the balance of
the sky and the earth. Within their upward coil, along a central line connecting the terrestrial
and ethereal realms, lies an egg. The egg is recognized as the universe itself, protected by the
vital elements of existence.
Yonvalou “literally… means ‘come to me.’” It is both an invocation and a
supplication dance/music, which is played first at all ceremonies of the Rada rite.5 It is
known also under the name yanvalou doba (lowered-back yonvalou) because it is danced on
bent knees” (Paul, African Spirituality). The significance of this reverential position of the
body during the yonvalou, with its pitched-forward, downcast focus, is that it is a dynamic
position, not a static one. The body maintains and progresses forward or sideways with small
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Pantheon and rites of ‘cool’ spirits from Ginen (West African origin)
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steps in constant motion until the person ultimately is completely face down on the floor. It is
widely accepted that the spiritual connectedness of the yonvalou is due in large part to its
designation as the dance of Damballah Wedo. What is present in this one dance is the total
embodiment of creation, humble and reverential.
Anatomically, the spine is the skeletal conduit for the nervous system. It encases the
nerves that transmit messages from the brain to the muscular parts of the body, enabling
functionality throughout. Additionally, the spine is the fundamental structural support system
of the body connecting the lower and upper bodies; in connection with the pelvis, it allows
for spatial progression. From a philosophical point of view, the spine as the conductive nerve
center of the body carrying electromagnetic impulses to the various muscles of the entire
body and thusly initiating all functions is one and the same with the Haitian Vodou lwa
Damballah Wedo. They function as the vital structural life force.
Though neuromuscular systems are beyond the scope of my knowledge, I will inquire
philosophically into the relevance of the spinal column structure in relation to the yonvalou.

The Divine Spine: Spinal Structure and the Mythology of Da
The spine is constructed as a vertebral structure in five parts: (from the top) cervical
(five vertebrae), thoracic (twelve vertebrae), lumbar (seven vertebrae), sacrum (five fused
vertebrae), and coccyx (five fused vertebrae). The vertebral structure encases the spinal cord,
which is constructed of a collection of nerves that connect through the spine to the base of
the brain and the lumbar spine. These neurons communicate the needs of the body to the
brain in order to initiate the action of the muscles. Additionally, the nerves within the specific
areas of the spine communicate directly with that area. For example, the nerves of the
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cervical spine send electrical impulses to the brain in direct relation to the head and neck.
The neurons of the thoracic communicate to the brain in direct relation to the torso, and so
on, providing the necessary information in order for the efficient and effective movement of
the body.
Traditional Haitian dance embodies neuromuscular integration and efficiency. The
undulating action of the spine stimulates the neuromuscular system, thus encouraging bodily
balance via the coccyx (animal nature) and the head/cervical (human nature). This further
encourages a “well” body, which can comprehend the possibilities of temporary
displacement of the gwo bonnaj for the habitation of the lwa. The human then understands
the greater role of the body in the corporeal phenomenon of spirit possession. Ultimately, a
“well” body is strong enough for temporary spiritual displacement, as the yonvalou reminds
us through neuromuscular stimulation.
Haitian historian and Vodou scholar Bayyinah Bello has said that mobility and
flexibility are the outcomes of the presence of Damballah Wedo as a primary lwa within the
Haitian Vodou pantheon. The outcomes then function as the spiritual benefit of Damballah’s
presence. If we can allow for a consideration of the body as nature, then the answer would be
yes. There is indeed a deep connection between the spine as anatomically and spiritually
functioning. More, it is how does the spine function within the spiritual context of Haitian
Vodoun? “in order to have life, in a biological, material form, you must have flexibility and
mobility. If there is no flexibility there is no life. If there is no mobility, there is no biological
material life” (Bello).
The sublime in the yonvalou holds within it the immeasurability of its point of origin
or the idea that its mythological resonance has elements that can neither be proved nor
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disproved. These mythological elements exist as a means of providing a possibility of
understanding both our essence and our existence. Is there any way to know the yonvalou’s
point of origin, how it has become the vodouist’s chosen particular movement to embody the
essence of his/her faith? The yonvalou can be connected to its ancient past through Haiti to
present-day Benin and into the Vodou heritage of the Fon people of Dahomey, an ancient
kingdom of sub-Saharan West African.
The presence of the body completes the process by which the spirit may manifest.
Without the body, the spirit remains an intangible energy. The energy is strong; however,
without the manifestation through the body, the process never completes. Significant here is
the presence and the completion of the process. It is when the spirit, lwa, manifests that the
community can begin to be healed and protected. The lwa bring with him/her the necessary
spiritual and cosmic energy that will function as healing properties for the members of the
society.
The spirit is essentialized through the appeasement and integration of its devotees. Without a
sky, lightning would have no place. The energy of lightning must be harnessed within a
“container,” and the sky serves such purpose so that the energy can be processed into
electricity useful to humanity. Similarly, the body is that conduit through which the energies
of the lwa may become useful to a community. To call on a spirit and make no “use” of it
would be inconceivable and irresponsible.
My argument for Haitian Vodou as a starting point for a black liberational spirituality
and as a grounding point of departure for black concert dance exists really as a means to
better understand an Africanist principle of embodiment. Possession as an essential
component of Haitian Vodou and as an epistemological knowledge can then make inroads to
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realizing such a notion. For that reason, viewing the act and process of possession is
necessary. Within “Shango,” the dancers’ bodies seem to flow through various states, all of
which Dunham has choreographed based on the physical realities of bodies during an
authentic Haitian Vodou fete or ceremony (the words are interchanged often). I have chosen
both to identify the physical state and also to recognize the possible accompanying
psychological quality of the performers’ bodies. The first state I identify is convolution, and
convolution is accompanied by a quality of resistance. During this state, the vodouist’s body
first encounters the energetic force of the lwa. The body is thrust about, limbs and extremities
flailing about with exasperated force. The whites of the eyes are revealed as the eyes roll
back into the head of the pupils. Balance is lost, and the vodouist seems unable to stand
firmly on the ground. Often, the vodouist in this process will furiously bump, push, and move
about the room in what seems to be anguished resistance. This is the moment when the
tension between the gwo bonnaj and the arriving lwa seem most at odds. One is attempting to
maintain its connection to its physical host, while the other is attempting to sever that
connection and make room, though temporarily, for itself. Nevertheless, the process, as I
argue, presents a tangible vision of sublimity, one in which the unknowledgeable bystander
witnesses perhaps in fear. However, the struggle is one of beauty. The shifting musculature
and struggling psyche create a phenomenal atmosphere. In the dance, the choreographic
seems in disarray, as bodies roll, jump, turn, and fall. However, there is an organized
confusion that is constructed. There are those caught deeply in the throes of the experience,
while others seem to watch and protect the entire scenario. The community is together. They
will all benefit from what is to come. The struggle is a necessary struggle.
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Without a clear shift from one state to another, the body is caught within state two.
This is the state of suppleness/release—anticipation. Here, the vodouist’s body seems to
release all tension and fall into a state of willingness. Balance begins to return, the physical
thrusting and flailing subside, and the “aggressiveness” turns to calm. The eyes appear more
natural, and facial expressions begin to change significantly. This state is transitional, and it
occurs very quickly. It is accompanied by a seeming anticipation. The struggle subsides,
resulting in a “softness” of the body. State three follows shortly thereafter: embodiment—
acceptance. The lwa is present. Gros bonnaj has been successfully displaced, the
characteristics of the lwa take shape, and the vodouists are now ready to greet the spirit. The
balance that was once off-kilter is now restored, but with the persuasions of the visiting lwa.
In “Shango,” Damballah Wedo is present. As a primordial lwa, his physicality becomes that
of a serpent. Acknowledgments of and to him are the same as referring to the beginning of
time itself. The dancer’s body is transformed. He crawls and slithers the earth, writhes, hisses
with his articulating tongue. His body is caught within the dynamic physicality of an
undulating ocean whose water continuously overflows upon a shore. The body now accepts
what and who it is for this moment. The vodouist has allowed the spirit to take over his/her
body with sublime clarity. The rhythms of the drums speak to the lwa in codified time, and
the lwa responds with a profound gesture. In this state, a multiplicity of being is treasured,
honored, and respected. Corporeal knowledge is exhibited in its most exquisite form, through
the welcomed acceptance of altered space and time.
Dunham takes the artistic license to create a spiritual world based on the Haitian
Vodou practice of ceremonial possession. “Shango” dramatizes a process of embodiment
through the filter of Haitian Vodou spirit possession. What she brings to Western concert
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dance is an articulation and an elucidation of embodied knowing paramount within Haitian
Vodou and the larger African spirituality. The body of the dancer is a vessel in which
intellectual knowledge is stored. That knowledge can be accessed for several purposes. It can
be altered and re-stored, manipulated and erased. It becomes a part of the memory of the
dancer not just through the brain function but also through the function of the muscles.
World-renowned choreographer, dancer, and dance technique innovator Martha Graham has
spoken about this kind of knowledge when she has spoken about “muscle memory”—the
ability for the physical body to remember and recall movement, sequences, and sensations
almost independent of the brain function. The “muscle memory” is an inscribing of
intellectual knowledge onto the muscles of the body. Movement is recalled kinesthetically.
The muscles of the body react to aural and physical stimuli as a response to the learned
information. Within the context of Dunham’s “Shango,” this phenomenon is multiplied in
terms of the spiritual context. The dancer within “Shango” is not only dancing a dance but is
also recalling an ancestral memory. The memory is deeply connected to Haitian Vodou
through the recognition of Damballah as a primordial lwa. The dancer’s body is put to task in
that the dance yonvalou is also a summoning. In this respect, we can recall the statement of
Charles Moore in relation to the fear that he and other dancers had in performing the work.
The summoning in the form of the yonvalou is an exquisite exemplification of what
Heidegger proposes in respect to phenomenology as a methodology. Katherine Dunham’s
choreography becomes the means by which we can begin to understand in physical space and
time the existence of humanity. In this scenario, the art of dance functions as the tool of
analysis by which the measurement of the occurrence of humanity may be comprehended.
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In bringing the material to the Western concert dance stage, she simultaneously
brought a concert dance–going audience to the material. By instigating a dynamic exchange
between music, movements, songs, and the practices of the cultures for whom she studied,
her students, dancers, and audiences came a step closer to understanding the significance of
this cross-cultural exchange. These works are more than modernist stagings of far-off
cultures; these works are very much a dynamic anthropologic exchange between the
performers and audiences who have up to that moment been unaware of the depth and
breadth of the studied cultures, particularly as a contribution to the Western concert dance
stage. “Shango” confronts mainstream notions of sacred worship and challenges Western
dance traditions while simultaneously exploding philosophies of the body. Dunham’s
“Shango” is firmly situated within the “African Cultural Continuum” (Richard Powell),
which is the ability to “take, honor and transform the past.”
The Yoruban notion of “no god without the body,” which is shared through Soyinka,
then also speaks to the inherent and necessary performativity within Haitian Vodou as a
system of belief and practice. It becomes a very significant condition by which one may
begin to comprehend the corporeal function from a spiritual perspective versus a simply
material or physical one. In studying possession as a spiritual corporeal phenomenon, what is
discovered is that there is another view—possession as ownership in respect to secularity.
Thus a relevant question to ponder is, does Damballah have the body, or does the body have
Damballah?
My research is delimited to possession as a corporeal phenomenon of Haitian Vodou,
but a mention regarding this question is worthy of attention. “In Vodou, like in other
religious and secular popular manifestations found in other areas of the world, the concept of
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‘art for art’s sake’ does not exist. Each word, each object has a function—often a liberating
function, one that channels energy and empowers people against oppressive systems”
(Michel 33).
In this, one can discover the deepest connection between Dunham’s “Shango,” the
Dunham Technique itself, and the Vodou religion. “Vodou is not a system imposed from
above; it is a democratic and functional religion, embedded in the vicissitudes of its
followers’ daily existence, and in their struggle for survival” (Michel 28).
The theological structure Haitian Vodou, as governed by a houngan’s and/or a
mambo’s deciding, allows for a relational visioning of such an idea. Haitian Vodou’s practice
is embodied; it is based on an orality that is transmitted interpersonally. It is only necessary
for the houngan or manbo to gain advisement from his/her own ‘mother’ or ‘father’ (elder
related by spiritual affiliation), but she/he ultimately makes a final decision as to the issue at
hand. This is radical when compared to and different from the Christian religious structure,
which designates an individual at the top of a hierarchal order. In Haitian Vodou, each house
is different but equal in its ultimate function within the community. What prayers are used,
what songs are sung, what lwa are served are all decisions made internally per house and
based on the ancestral lineage of the house. The ‘success’ of a house is based in large part on
the participation of the members of that house: houngenicon, hounsi, tambou, etc. In this
way, one’s individuality is honored and respected and not made to conform to a doctrine that
may have minimal significance for that ‘house’ and the community it serves. Can this be a
model of existence for a black radical dance/performance artist who seeks a success of
his/her own conception or the conception of the collective to which he/she belongs?
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Dunham has stated that her aim in her research was to “dignify the [cultural]
material” of the diasporic sites she studied. I insist that through her active participation
within those communities that she studied in, was how the achievement of this objective was
garnered. Further, her explicit acknowledgment of her sources, for example, the maintaining
the names of the dances as they exist in the community, is a statement of the ‘dignity’ that
the knowledge holds. As an anthropologist, by traveling through the terrain of southern West
Africa, Jamaica, Haiti, and other destinations and by collecting and bringing back
information and sharing not only the dances but the cultural contexts of the dances, her work
becomes significant both ethnographically and aesthetically. Dunham’s “dignifying” of the
material can only be through the presentation of the material as connected to a dynamic and
living culture. The “dignifying” proposition of the Western concert dance stage succeeds
only due to the exposure of the material to a wider audience. Nevertheless, the material
maintains its dignity within the cultural context of the society that created the material.
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Figure 1. Houngan or priest makes offering to appease the Lwa.

Figure 2. Houngan or priest uses the sacrifice to guide Lwa.
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Figure 3. Houngan or priest and vodouist greet each other in a mirroring effect.
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Chapter 2
Pearl Primus: Omowale (“A Child Returned Home”)

I found not the dance in Africa … I found the re-affirmation, I found re-dedication, I found
an inner statement that … helps me to stand tall regardless of all things
—Pearl Primus

A black liberational spirituality (BLS) is one that may have been born out of and exist
in the face and presence of great oppression. It is the very source that continues to resist
oppression and that reveals itself through an embodied aesthetics. It is through living in
oppression that the body is forced to discover a space and time of liberation. Embodied
expressivity is an example of one of those instances. Primus’s “Hard Time Blues” and
“Fanga” birth a phenomenological aesthetics that speaks with profound didacticism of a
black liberational spirituality.

“Hard Time Blues”
“Hard Time Blues (see fig. 1),” created in 1945, is a work that confronts the systemic
injustices of American culture, a culture in which the black body is rendered subordinate to
mainstream existence. The solo work exposes the plight of the southern African American
sharecropper who exists within a world of inequity. In the scenario of “Hard Time Blues,”
what is thematically witnessed is the will of the human spirit through the body of Primus, a
substitute for a sharecropper, as an embodiment of the human spirit to resist the pressures of
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injustice for the right to live, to be free, and in the case of the sharecropper for whom she
represents, get what she is do.
The dynamic corporeality of African Dance in the context of modern social protest
dances, like Primus’s “Hard Time Blues,” is where the beauty and resonance lie. For
example, a gesture of clapping the back side of one’s hand into the palm of the other signifies
“thanks,” as Primus has explained, within the context of Primus’s “HTB”—the gesture
becomes a demand to an unknown oppressor. Other physical gestures that are treated with a
dynamic of insistence read strikingly clear: backbend jumps that elevate the dancer into the
air before landing like lightning upon the earth, floor movement on a pivoting knee
seemingly breaking and tearing bones and ligaments, and oppositional twists in the body
showing the tension of the existing struggles for equality. The movement vocabulary of
“HTB” exemplifies the possessive nature so present in the physicality of black concert dance.
It is connected to this function of dance in relation to the spiritualism of African Americans.
Scholar John Perpener states, “[Primus is] searching for the roots of African American
spiritualism that informs our religious ritual with dance movement with an almost
extroverted expression of spiritual fervor and it’s that the body is inhabited by these spirits
and they come out” (Great Performances: Free to Dance 00:22:20–00:22:50).
Black concert dance and the work of Pearl Primus, as a matriarch of black radicalism
in dance, must be included in the broader conversation of the black radical tradition about
which scholar Cedric J. Robinson writes. He argues that the roots of black radicalism are
linked to the African cultural traditions and practices of the slave class. The need for such
cultural ways to proliferate becomes the “terms upon which the response of the enslaved to
the slave system would be grounded (122).
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“Hard Time Blues” speaks of a very specific form of liberation that is very much
connected to the history of global black oppression. It is this specific form of liberation that
is foregrounded in Cedric J. Robinson’s text Black Marxism. Regarding black liberation, cum
the black radical tradition, he writes, “[I]t was the ability to conserve their [Africans’] native
consciousness of the world from alien intrusion, the ability to imaginatively re-create a
precedent metaphysic while being subjected to enslavement, racial domination, and
repression. This was the raw material of the Black radical tradition, the values, ideas,
conceptions, and constructions of reality from which resistance was manufactured” (309).
Ultimately, the black radical tradition grounds the liberation sought. It is the radical nature of
this artist that is harnessed, deployed, and mobilized through her artistic work and her very
phenomenological aesthetic on and off the stage.

“Fanga” as Libertory
In a film simply entitled, Pearl Primus (circa 1980s, exact year unknown), Primus,
through choreographed sequences for the film, exhibits for the viewer her anthropological
research. The film begins with a physical exposition of the movements of the Liberian dance
“Fanga (see fig. 2),” which became a mainstay of her stage and pedagogical repertoire. In the
opening section of Pearl Primus, she articulates the “meaning” of the various gestures
belonging to the “Fanga.” The camera pans her body to reveal tilling-like gestures and
patting feet as if upon the soil, while she states, as a spiritual petition, “embrace the bones of
the ancestors … help me, lend me your strength, help me welcome my guests.” Next, she
addresses the drums: “Lend me your voice, help me welcome my guests.” Then she petitions
the sky, simply requesting, “Bless me.” Primus continues, “From my heart to you, all that is

57

good in me … head, all that I can think of for your comfort.” This statement is accompanied
by another gesture: touching the top of her head and reaching toward the sky, touching two
hands to the heart and sending out with one hand on her chest and the other hand reaching
forward as if connected to a string and creating a line of energy from her chest to what would
be a person or people in facing her. Her words are favors or petitions made to the forces of
nature, fire, air, water, and earth, which enliven and give purpose to the dance as well as to
the guest she is welcoming into her space (in this case, it is the viewer of the film). It is
through the deep connection to and reverence of the natural forces that the dance may be
fulfilled for the practitioner and for the community/public who is greeted by the dance.
The gestures are rich in their phenomenological and ontological connectivity. They
do not exist as merely aesthetic. They coexist in the space of both the beautiful and the
purposeful. They are not simply means of entertainment, as Primus states so forthrightly in
her mission; they are meant to educate one as an embodied practice. It is through her body,
the dance, as a conduit that the identity of a people can continue. Primus states, “[A]fter
freedom came … after the ocean seemed to disappear … and so much else was lost … people
kept their identity through the dance” (Pearl Primus). This passage responds specifically to
the experience of the displaced Africans of the Middle Passage and the cultural ingenuity
instilled in them that continued as a birthright. In this way, Primus’s spiritualism is one that
reconnects to nature, affirms nature, and thus reaffirms of her very existence as nature—as
one who is empowered through her capabilities to harness the power of a black liberational
spirituality. How is there freedom in giving one’s body to nature, or accepting the body as
nature? Primus states, “I found not the dance in Africa … I found the reaffirmation, I found
rededication, I found an inner statement that today helps me to stand tall regardless of all
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things” (Kedelsky). Primus’s statement reveals the possibility of what, ultimately, her
ancestral name, Omowale, a Yoruba name meaning “a child returned home”, communicates.
It speaks to the humanity of what can be called dignity, the dignity discovered through the
rediscovery of one’s ancestral roots—for Primus, through African dance.
Humanity is the meeting point of all-natural forces; it lies at the intersection of nature.
It is in the body that all nature converges. This is not a sacrifice, but a cooperation—an
acceptance. No longer can the ego be the main driving force. One becomes attuned and
awakened to other physical and spiritual realities that offer a way through the world.
Humanity is then able to wield power through the cooperation of its “nature body,” being a
body that identifies with the spiritual energies found within fire, air, water, and earth. A
“nature body” functions in alignment with the principles of nature, that of generation and
reciprocation, or as Dr. Patrick Bellegarde-Smith suggests, as African/Haitian Vodou
religious concepts: “1. Nature is and must be revered; the energy fields that course through it
are the divine work of the Deities, 2. All things are energy, and as such require feeding, and
3. Energy is power, power can be achieved, leading to more energy” (Bellegarde-Smith).
An African spirituality, as it derives from a West African Vodun lineage, recognizes
the power of nature and the body’s direct relationship to and participation with it. Pearl
Primus’s “Fanga” accepts that. Though this is a dance of welcome, what is significant is that,
first, it welcomes “visitors” into a space where they are greeted and enveloped by nature, by
the community, as the rituals of permission have been addressed and given. Perhaps “Fanga”
then is a dance that welcomes the soul into a place of care and nourishment. The gestures
reveal to the “visitor” the place upon which s/he can be, at the fulcrum of the cardinal
points—the space of equilibrium with and in nature. To “cultivate spirituality” (Ati Max
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Beauvoir) then means to act in accordance with a principle of connectivity to nature and to
further have the agency to deploy or wield the forces from within. As a cycle of
reciprocation, one gives his/her body to nature, and thusly cares for nature, which in turn is
then cared for by nature. This practice has the possibility to shift cognition—to shift the ways
in which humanity can care for nature and be cared for through the reciprocal relationship
between nature and human, human to human and nature to nature. To move from a point of
understanding of oneself as a spiritual conduit places one in direct relationship with and at
the center of the path of the four directions as a point of convergence. In this case, it is
pertinent and clear that in one dance, “Fanga,” the focus of the entire dance is to be at peace
(Alafia) or to find harmony within these paths. As the accompanying song proceeds, “Fanga
Alafia, Ase, Ase” (“Ase” (“may it do”) as explained to me by Ifa priest Babalawo Faseye
Sangobukunmi).
In drawing this concept from “Fanga,” the dance seems to address and ask for that
which is external. However, what is ultimately occurring is a request upon one’s own self to
be open and welcome, and for the person or people being admitted to come in peaceful and
be receive peace. It is a reminder to be generous with the space one has to offer. The
intention behind the gesture of offering one’s heart through two hands touching, one reaching
out and the other staying connected, is that, in fact, we are connected now that you have
arrived and we have shared this space. Implicit in the gesture is a humility of giving. It is in
time and space that we may understand the authenticity of the gesture. The beauty within is
revealed through the act of offering. The reciprocation of one’s offer and one’s acceptance,
or denial, is best understood in the spatial-temporal gesture.

60

The dance of welcome instigates an awakening in the guest through its recognition of
the guest and its offering to the guest. Primus states in the third section of her explanation,
“[F]rom my heart to you, all that is good in me … head, all that I can think of for your
comfort.” This acknowledgment communicates to the guest an elemental reciprocation; the
recognition of one to another is a validation of humanity harkening a Levinasian reality.
“The resoluteness of the Black radical traditions advances as each generation
assembles the data of its experience to an ideology of liberation” (Robinson 317). This is the
constructed ark of the African Cultural Continuum that the artists of this research cover; they
embody the legacy of resistance toward liberation. Classical ballet upholds the ideals of a
“classical” European and further Western tradition of beauty in line and form. In the case of a
black liberational spirituality, embodied and “performed,” Primus’s works project into the
world the proposition of difference—one in which the outcome is not simply beauty, though
there is beauty to be discovered, but that maintains a position of ontological functionality.
“Omowale,” the Yoruba name given to Pearl Primus on a visit to Nigeria, marks her
as the “child returned home.” As with many names that are employed as markers or
indicators of a child’s destiny or promise, Primus’s return home to Africa was a reclamation
of that which had been lost or left undiscovered by an unknowing seeker. What she
ultimately discovered was a rich legacy that would become the foundation of a lifetime of
professional research and personal endeavor. The African world within the black American
body is a black subjectivity—a first-person, lived-experience perspective not based on the
position of marginalized otherness. It is black subjectivity through the agency of aesthetic
representation. The black subject has a space in which s/he may create and live an existence
unique to his/her own sense of self and community.
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Modern dance itself is generally thought of by professionals in the field to be more
concerned with “transition vs. position.” This stands as an early and common differentiation
from classical ballet. And out of this emerges a message of dynamism, something that is in
constant motion toward or is best perceived through its relation with dynamic time and space,
where position can connote a notion of sustaining or stasis—a space that is occupied.
Regarding this as an existential reality, transition as a concept, may be equated with a
becoming. The movement from one place or space to another offers the opportunity to
consider the dynamics of “movement” as the potential for discovering what is to become or
what will reveal itself after a process of movement. In the sense of a black liberational
spirituality as a next step along the black radical tradition trajectory, the point of arrival is
ultimately liberation itself, as a state of being.
It must be acknowledged that “Hard Time Blues” and “Fanga” exemplify this concept
of the ark of liberation in relation to the black radical tradition (“Hard Time Blues”) and
black liberational spirituality (“Fanga). They exist as Primus’s phenomenological aesthetic.
This contention is not to suggest that either subject only maintains one or the other, but it
attempts to take note of a primary concern that exists at the core of each.
Within the title of “Hard Time Blues,”, there are two components that are significant
in comprehending the resonance of such a work: hard time and the blues. The blues was born
of the Mississippi Delta from the bodies and hearts of the formerly enslaved population who
worked as sharecroppers on the southern plantations (many were the same plantations on
which they were enslaved). The music is filled with the struggle and hope of a generation
resisting their present state through the outlet of musical innovation. The blues as a cultural
phenomenon exemplifies the history of black America both existentially and innovatively.
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The “hard time” existence that is referred to in Primus’s work is deeply connected, not only
to the form of the work, with its gestures of yearning and demanding, but with the
metaphysics of the work. The work is about struggle, the work is a struggle, and the work is
made from struggle. From Primus’s fieldwork in the South posing as a migrant worker to
understand more authentically the struggle that existed, she gains pertinent insight into the
daily lives of the other workers. The connection she ultimately makes is to the reality of the
state of black people in the southern United States. Whether she was from there or not, was a
sharecropper or not, she discovered that there was a body that lived in a history that was held
so deeply within itself that the very existence of black people in the world spoke a
multifaceted language of struggle, resilience, and survival. However, this language could not
easily be extracted and abstracted in dance. Primus’s phenomenological aesthetic made it
necessary for her to “get in touch” with the language in her own body and discover how the
language of the struggle lived in her. The possibility that her body was connected with those
she met in the southern states of America is the discovery that enabled her phenomenological
aesthetic. The connections she made in her fieldwork remained with her in her dance, her
dress, her very being; she lived the experience of blackness expressively and allowed her art
to be the form through which this embodied knowledge could be disseminated.
The actions of manual labor offer distinct insight into “HTB.” Further, witnessing the
actions allows for connections to African dance, as many of the dances reflect a naturalist
approach to the work done by the people, or the dances capture the natural environment
surrounding the society. Black concert dance and the work of Pearl Primus, as a matriarch of
the black radical tradition in dance, must be included in the broader conversation of the black
radical tradition. The black radical tradition breaks with the established mainstream to find
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space for its own subjectivity. Here the black subject has a space in which s/he may create
and project an existence not determined by a marginalized otherness—black subjectivity
through the agency of aesthetic representation. The pertinent question is not “Is there a way
to ever not be the other?” I contend that there are myriad ways in which the question can be
made irrelevant. One that most interests me is, “How can creativity subvert alterity?” If we
refer back to Robinson’s contention regarding the ontology of the enslaved populations who
arrived in the new world, it is fair to assert that the subversion of otherness was a matter of
time. For one to gain true meaning of an idea or experience, it is important for that person to
connect the new idea to an experience or an idea that is present within their understanding. A
new idea or experience is made valid and conscionable through a process of embodying the
new ideas and in gauging their relevance in relation to previous experiences. So,
understanding the history and knowledge of one’s own culture, despite one’s present place of
habitation, means that there is the possibility to recreate a present existence based on a
previous one by infusing new experiences, ideas, and situations with the lasting knowledge
of what remains, embodied, from previous existences.
Similar to Alain Locke and the artists of the New Negro Movement, Primus, in dance,
finds her way to the traditions of Africa through her own ontological inquiries. The artists of
the New Negro Movement looked to the ancient arts of Africa as their source and as an
alternative to the classical arts of Europe, and they opened the door for such subjective
positioning. The artists saw themselves in the work. They crafted ways they could embody
the ideals of ancient African empires of Egypt, Akan, Yoruba, Dahomey, etc. This method of
embodiment, like the method used by their counterparts who were sourcing the ancient ruins
of Greece, Rome, and other civilizations, was a conscious decision in an effort not only to
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“uplift the race” but also to “re-member” material that had so often been disregarded. What
does Primus take from this? Her efforts, following this line of inquiry, position her as a
matriarch within the black radical tradition, as it is her affiliation with this material that
allows her to wield the power of resistance within her work. The resistance is against a
systemic that conveys an aesthetic bound to whiteness and European conception of beauty
through the classical art of mainly Greece and Rome.
The vocabulary of Primus’s works becomes a kind of repository or catalog of African
artistic forms (dance, sculpture, other imagery). A signature gesture—a backhand slap upon
the thigh—within “Hard Time Blues” bears a likeness to the sixteenth-century Kongo mother
figure. The figure is carved out of wood, in a bent-knee position as if kneeling in reverence
with child in arms or standing next to and at the leg of the mother. This may seem a
superficial reach in that I am comparing aesthetic likenesses. Nevertheless, I am attempting
to draw a relationship between the dynamic embodiment of Primus’s dance with that of a
traditional African sculpture of sixteenth-century Kongo. Though not a living being, the
mother figure is treated as such through its function within the society it serves. It is Primus’s
anthropologic research and deep integrations of such African traditions of dance, music, and
ceremony overall that allows her access to the capability of dance as a function to society
versus an “art” form in society. The traditional dance forms of West and Southern Africa
form a base for Primus to create, on which she draws contextual relationships between the
concepts of beauty as they exist in traditional West and Southern African dance forms,
Western notions of beauty in dance and art, and her own choreographic creations.
I contend that an aesthetic reestimation and reenvisioning are significant as a radical
means toward the reconstitution of beauty and with this a reestablishing of an aesthetics.
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Winckelmann, who asserted that beauty exists in the materializing of Ancient Greco-Roman
ideals through three-dimensional sculptural forms, negates the possibility that beauty may be
found in other non-European cultures. The radical presence of a dynamic form such as the
body in “Hard Time Blues” confronts the aforementioned ideals and asks if “beauty” can
have another point of derivation and be defined in different ways that may contradict
preestablished notions of the beautiful. Cedric J. Robinson’s concept of the black radical
tradition as being linked to Africa by way of a tradition of oppression and suppression of the
black body, has the potential to convey a beauty that bears the marks of both form and
function. In “Hard Time Blues,” embodying in dance the distress of a subject existing in a
system of subservience, Primus actively shifts the paradigm of dance from the entertaining to
the provocative and radical. In this historical period when the voice of a new modern dance
generation was greatly positioning itself as the new “garde,” the work of Primus pulling from
another “distant” tradition still complicates her viability. With the determined sociocultural
efforts of Dunham and Primus, black concert dance significantly contributes to a philosophy
of embodiment. Their work births a black radical tradition through the agency of a black
liberational spirituality as a subjectivity.
The themes apparent in African art provide a subjectivity from which black concert
dancers could reclaim traditions to which they were ancestrally connected. As much as “Hard
Time Blues” speaks about injustice and racism, it inherently, through the blues, speaks to the
radical effort to subvert a given circumstance. The blues, a music, but more a tradition
allows artists to assume their agency and voice the complexities of existing within a society
determined to maintain racial inequality for the sake of upholding a history, finds its way to
liberation. One key component to the blues that works as a tool of subversion is the double
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entendre or double meaning, a way of coding language developed during slavery to conceal
true feelings in opposition to the master class. This double meaning shows up in the guise of
objects. Cars are often used symbolically in the place of genitalia, Billie Holiday’s
“Moonlight” is a substitute for narcotics in her famous “What a little moonlight can do” (a
jazz standard with significant blues compositional structure), and other inanimate objects can
be substituted for male and female prowess. The notion that African Americans innovate
such an existence is tied historically to the Du Boisian “double consciousness” theory that
profoundly confronts the notion of duality of the existence of African Americans. “Double
consciousness” acknowledges the existential construction of one’s personhood by
recognizing the awareness that the African American must present oneself one way in the
presence of the master class and then relinquish that “mask” when in the company of one’s
own race. There is a radicalness in the ability to speak plainly in opposition of accepted
societal norms. Primus creates this space within “HTB” in a time when governmental
pressures and sanctioned inquisitions forced the general public and particularly artists to
conform with little resistance.
In chapter 1, I introduced the idea that embodied expressivity reveals itself in a
moment when the pressure of two forces becomes so unbearable that it causes a “fracture.”
Creation, which I define as the power to animate the primal life force within all living beings,
is itself born out of this moment—out of the pressure of collision. The creation myths that
exist within the Vodou cultures of West Africa (Fon, Ewe, and Yoruba) share a familiar
figure—the dual-gendered creator. The creator, simultaneously male and female, gives life.
For the followers of Yoruba, that entity is called Olodumare. In Haitian Vodou, the lifegiving force is called Bon Dieu, from the French dieu or “god.”
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In “Hard Time Blues,” that pressure is the racial tensions of the “Jim Crow” America
that systematically worked to maintain the oppressive force of racism within the
sharecropping system. This does not, however, suggest that the creation of “beauty” only
resides in pressure and/or tension, but one must imagine this as a causal reality as it relates to
black concert dance in America and the black liberational spirituality that grounds it.
A black liberational spirituality is best revealed as a phenomenological aesthetics, as
it immediately challenges preexisting notions of the beautiful and progresses not from a
position of alterity but agency. It is a recentering of the “needle” of perception, not on
blackness, per se, but on difference. Recentering the “needle” in relation to constructions that
differ from each other enables a construction to maintain its relevance in context and relation
to the society it which it was created and serves. It is perhaps a decentering from a Western
Eurocentrism, in fact rather a recentering. A decentering allows for a nonhierarchical and
nonhegemonic structure to exist without the threat of discrediting that which does not
conform to the demands of hegemonic positioning. How do we garner any notions of the
beautiful if we are perceiving and judging only from Western a priori epistemologies? The
challenge to the notion of the beautiful must not come simply from the creation of another
starting point, as that potentially will reinforce binary structuring. The challenge then must be
an attempt to envisage difference as equal. The proposal here is to first question the notion of
fixity of form and the idealism of normality and see dynamism as a possible concept by
which to engage with and comprehend the beautiful.
A black liberation spirituality derives from an aesthetics of dynamism and nonfixity
that is so important in dance works, and in the case of this thesis, in Primus’s “Hard Time
Blues” and “Fanga.” Either conceptually, thematically, or physically, this principle exists
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within these works. A BLS is perhaps an outcome from the dynamism that is embodiment; it
is a means for us to learn about traditional spiritual practices of continental Africa and its
diaspora through an embodying of the principles of reverence and veneration. The
anthropological work of Primus has been significant in offering ways by which to gain access
to the phenomenological aesthetics that exist in the cultures of Central, West, and Southern
Africa and its diaspora. Her unique perspective has paved the road, enabling me to journey
down to the “roots” of their discoveries. Primus has stated, “I dance … to help people better
understand each other. Because through dance I have experienced the wordless joy of
freedom.” Embedded within this statement is the pursuit of harmony through empathy and
liberation.

Embodied Knowledge Re-membered
In offering the concept of a black liberational spirituality as a phenomenological
aesthetic based in a notion of embodiment, black subjectivity is foregrounded as a dynamic
and sensuous occurrence, which results in the production of visible and corporeal
phenomena. It is here, through the black body, that we can encounter the necessary
performativity of such a concept of a BLS. A BLS is situated in what African American art
historian Richard Powell calls the “African Continuum” (as discussed in the previous
chapter). So, we can argue that BLS goes beyond aesthetics, as it is not an objectified form.
Existing in this “African Continuum” means that there is a primary phenomenological
concern. The notion of a continuum implies dynamism, duration, and continuity. This is not
static form but time-based actuality. Ultimately, a BLS is phenomenology itself. As a
methodology, it allows for the revelation of that which has largely gone unacknowledged
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within philosophical conceptions of the beautiful in art. Without it, the oppression of the
black subject, and the cultural phenomena that have come out of this existence, are seen
simply as objectified forms regarded only for their commodifiable value, reproducible by
anyone. The process disregards what it truly means to create phenomena considered beautiful
art. For example, “Hard Time Blues” cannot be completely appreciated without the
historicization of the space and time in which it was created. It is through BLS as a
phenomenology that the work may be properly contextualized and its aesthetic value may
shine through. This harmonic process creates the phenomenological aesthetic proposition.
Might it be possible to refocus the lens for the intentions of direct engagement with the
aesthetic phenomena as they exist in their authentic context? Constructing the frame around
aesthetic phenomena, in the form of Western concert dance, has taken the possibilities for
direct engagement out of the equation.
The Western concert stage has potentially failed as a direct phenomenological
engagement, as it sets up a scenario of removed, distant, and passive participation. The
“fourth wall,” the invisible barrier constructed between the audience and the performer by the
proscenium stage, removes the possibility of active participation by virtue of the social
etiquettes synonymous with the Western concert stage. Retrieving the possibility of active
participation requires an allowance for access and interaction. In order to fully participate, to
be challenged, and to challenge, one must get involved in the activity or have a point of
access. The presentation of traditional African dance on the Western stage is itself a
recontextualizing of the event. The traditional African dance of Primus’s areas of research
requires great possibilities for direct engagement and contact. The dance is for, with, and by
the community. The audience is the community and is directly involved in the performance
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and the efficacy of the performance. The dances are embedded within the ceremonial rituals,
and they must maintain their functionality. An element of that functionality is, in the case of
the “Simba” lion figure of Senegal, West Africa, the possibility of coming dangerously close
to a community member and the fear that the convergence incites. Other ceremonial figures,
such as the Egungun ancestral figures of Yoruba culture, exist alongside this, establishing the
tenuous relationship between “performer” and “audience.” In these scenarios, the community
plays a significant role in the efficacious completion of a performance in the village. The
audience does exist, but it functions as spectator/participant in the ritual. In these scenarios,
permission to engage is likely given by elders, shaman/priests, and/or other gatekeepers of
the culture. Knowledge is shared communally in respect to protocols and expectations, and
they are practiced respectfully. Nevertheless, because of the proximity to the action of the
ritual, the possibility of pushing the regulations can be great. Within the framework of the
aforementioned ritual, “breaking the fourth wall” is a concept that does not exist simply
because there is no proscenium, but likely because this too is significant to the ritual. Perhaps
this constitutes the roots of what in the new world becomes a clear phenomenological
aesthetic of black performance—the expectation of balance through the interplay between
“performer” and “audience” or the “call-and-response” phenomenon.
The concept of BLS comes from the work of our foremothers and -fathers of the
African Continuum, and it is out of their work that I can arrive at such a notion. In reaching
to Liberia and discovering the “Fanga,” Primus is resituated as a medium of this “African
Continuum.” The body becomes both memory and knowledge that, when tapped, wields a
wealth of information that has been recorded for centuries and through the generations, an
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embodied knowledge that is re-membered through performative activity. Recentering this
kind of embodiment allows for a deep understanding of humanity in relation to nature.
A black liberational spirituality has less to do with religion and more to do with a
presence of being stimulated by a liberated blackness. This liberated blackness is what
presents itself as an aesthetic within the works of the discussed artists. Respectfully, Primus’s
liberated blackness is garnered through a kind of didactic profundity. Her search for a means
to educate with the dancing body rather than simply entertain is what she is teaching? I return
to the former half of her statement, “I dance … to help people better understand each other”
(Primus). I, however, add that she is also teaching resistance. She, with many of her other
New Dance Group cohort, a leftist group of New York City dance artists dedicated to modern
dance as social protest, spoke out against many sociopolitical injustices of their present day.
But, for her, the medium of the black dancing body was an explicit difference. Her material
derived from a place that was considered out of the realm of “civilized” culture. The
movement and bodily gestures of Continental Africa was largely off-limits to the Western
aesthetic sensibility. However, she sourced that material through anthropological means and
discovered a world—a life. With these discoveries, she was able to find herself—a true
purpose that she would come to embody: “[T]hrough dance I have experienced the wordless
joy of freedom …” (Primus ).
Primus channeled dance through her body as meaning. Again, much of this same
work was being done by her peers, but while they were looking to the classical past of
Europe, Primus found her inspiration in Africa (largely Liberia, Nigeria, Rwanda) and
connected those embodied histories to the African diaspora to which she belonged and often
deployed as a mode of resistance and revolution. Pearl Primus embodied the black radical
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dance/performance tradition in search of the ancestral roots that connects one to a lineage
that speaks from a first-voice position, one in which the language is recaptured, reawakened,
and remembered through the body as a medium—through the act of performance not as mere
entertainment but as education about a people, a land, a freedom. She has written, “[M]y
career has been a quest … a search for roots. The journey has taken me deep into the cultures
of many people in many countries of the world” (Schwartz).
As an anthropologist, Primus sought source material not from the classical European
Greek or Roman forms but from sources of her ancestral Africa, sources she discovered in
her travels throughout the continent and its diaspora. It is not only that these sources appear
as specific movement vocabulary but also that the traditional dances infuse and embed
themselves within the context of her model works. It is through this embodied sensibility that
a contemporary concert dance such as “Hard Time Blues” can be situated upon a
philosophical structure of being-ness through inclusion and resistance that grounds Primus’s
phenomenological aesthetic. Black liberational spirituality may function as a subjectivity in
that it operates from the first-person position through its phenomenological aesthetics. The
phenomenological aesthetics maintains an agency that in turn situates the ontological.

73

Figure 1. Pearl Primus, New York, 1943; Photograph by Lisette Model.
https://acceleratedmotion.org/dance-history/creating-american-identities-2/pearl-primussstrange-fruit-and-hard-time-blues/. Accessed 14 December 2018.
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Figure 2. Cook, Susan. “Fanga.” The Black Archives of Mid-America, Kansas City, MO.
http://blackarchives.org/collections/photograph-pearl-primus-performing-fanga. Accessed 14
December 2018.
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Chapter 3

Eleo Pomare: The Light of Truth

The aesthetics of swans and lilac gardens happens just not to be my reality
—Eleo Pomare

Eleo Pomare’s “Blues for the Jungle” radically shifts the predominant aesthetics of
black concert dance. “Blues” ushers in a phenomenological aesthetic that testifies to the
harsh realities of black oppression in the United States. The revelation of his confrontation
with the systematics of race, “Blues” works to unravel the sacredness of alienation and to
animate through his body and his dance a truth of being-ness in a world that continuously
rejects the black subject and its humanity. In Pomare, that force of rejection meets an
unceasing opponent, and the spiritual dimension of truth is revealed.

Blues: The Patron of Black Radical Dance/Performance
“Blues for the Jungle,” created in 1965 after Pomare’s return from Amsterdam where
he had moved to further his professional career after an academic life with Kurt Joss at the
Laban Center in Germany, reflects the highly tense racial environment of the 1960s. The
work is a suite of five sections: “Slave Auction,” “Behind Prison Walls,” “Preaching the
Gospel,” “Junkie,” and “Riot.” The entire work lasts for thirty-five minutes. The iconic work
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of the suite is the solo “Junkie” (see fig. 2). In the first section of “Blues,” “Slave Block,” the
audience is confronted by a scenario where they are implicated in the action. As the dancers
perform, the “auctioneer” makes his call to the audience, telling of the physical attributes of
the “product,” the cost. The prevailing mainstream theatrics, which enable a certain level of
passivity for the audience via the void of darkness that they exist in, is disrupted and the
scenario made palpable. The voiceover states, “[B]id ’em in, bid ’em in,” calling for all the
buyers’ bids for the enslaved Africans. This experience recalls the buying and selling of
Africans. One dancer stands on an elevated surface, arms reaching with great bodily tension
and torso hunched over as if severely pained and restricted. Other dancers run as if looking
desperately for an escape. Still others walk backward on their knees to the pulsing and
incessant rhythm of the collaged voices and sound score. What Pomare creates is an anxious
moment of human desperation where it seems all of humanity is at its last moment of civility.
This moment in “Blues” is the setup for what we know is to come in history—the devastating
journey from slavery to emancipation. This narrative is so much a part of the ontological
reality of African Americans and contemporary world history itself that its significance
within the realm of black concert dance is inescapable.

Flame of Truth: “The Bad Boy of Dance”
Heidegger equates spirit with a “flame or light”, with that light functioning as an
animating source of life within all living beings. “Spirit is what inflames? Rather, what
inflames itself, setting itself on fire, setting fire to itself? Spirit is flame. … Spirit catches fire
and gives fire; let us say that spirit in-flames … spirit gives soul (psyche), it does not only
give it up in death” (Derrida 84). This belongs right alongside the notion of the “light of
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truth.” That light of truth is what Pomare incites within “Blues.” In Pomare’s work, there is a
reality that he attempts to reveal, which is about the oppression of humanity by unjust
systems of authority. The sections of the work interrogate deeply the lives and relationships
of those oppressed populations of New York City’s Harlem community for the purpose of
“speaking truth to power.” It is the presence of the choreography on the concert stage that
imbues the work with power. Bringing the ills of America out of the oppressed
neighborhoods and onto the concert stage empowers Pomare and the dancers and situates
him as a kind of messenger of truth. Within the context of Haitian Vodou, which provides
immense grounding for this dissertation, there is a lwa named Atibon Legba or “Papa
Legba.” Papa Legba derives from the ancient African pantheon, and he is the gatekeeper and
the old man, sometimes regarded as young, at the crossroads. He is a messenger, and it is his
job to communicate directly with the other lwa to ensure that messages, requests, and
petitions are heard and accepted. He is known to be a trickster presenting a devotee with
options that may seem contradictory yet beneficial from both perspectives. In this function
his communication is fair and true, as he must communicate the message with clarity and
intention. I draw a correlation here with Eleo Pomare, as there exists within Pomare’s work a
necessary need for honesty in order to view and appreciate the work. Like Papa Legba
himself, at one time old and another young, there is a certain virility of truth that embodies
the work.
Dunham and Primus have provided the vocabulary of a black liberational spirituality
in relation to the black concert dance—Eleo Pomare gives us the permission to wield the
power of such a phenomenon. Often considered an “angry young black man of American
modern dance” (Dunning), the Colombian-born Pomare voices the anxieties of an oppressive
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society through the phenomenological aesthetics of dance. Unapologetically, Eleo Pomare
challenged black concert dance viewers by presenting works that struck discord in the minds
and aesthetic expectations of the time. I would like to offer my own moniker for Eleo
Pomare: the patron of black radical dance/performance. He has stated that “the aesthetics of
swans and lilac gardens, happens just not to be my reality” (film Interview). The premise
here is a disassociation from the traditions of the famous classical ballet repertories of Swan
Lake (Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky) and Antony Tudor’s Lilac Garden, favoring instead a form
that speaks to the realities of communities of color, especially black communities in the
1960s United States.
The phenomenological aesthetic of Pomare’s 1965 “Blues for the Jungle” reveals a
refined dissonance that provides a means by which a radical politics can be sustained, not
simply in the textures and dynamics that characterize his choreographic form but in the
subject matter. The work speaks of the impressions that living in Harlem had left on him and
the ways it made him more aware of his blackness. After living in Europe for several years
from the late 1950s to the early 1960s, Pomare returned to the United States in the midst of
the civil rights era where he focused on the creation of “Blues,” which he had on his mind
during that specific time. “Blues” is a radical work that brings the viewer into intimate
proximity of the effects of racist society on the black body. There is the idiom within the
black community, “to air one’s dirty laundry,” which refers to the necessity to keep one’s
negative attributes secret or out of the knowledge of the general public. To “air” one’s dirty
laundry would be to make known the “filth” that exists within one’s private life. In the case
of “Blues,” Pomare “airs the dirty laundry” of America. The work exposes the theater-going
community to a reality that they were not always and easily privy to, nor were they expecting
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to see. The invisibility of the reality of racial oppression, drug abuse, and other societal ills
protects the viewer, making the theater a safe space in which the viewer may never encounter
these phenomena. However, Pomare undermines this effort and creates the situation of
confrontation through the work. “Blues” destroys the façade of silence and acceptance by
removing any veil of acquiescence that society may have wanted to maintain. Thus, the
protection and isolation associated with the sacred collide with the forthrightness and
accessibility of the secular in “Blues.” Pomare’s willingness to expose the “dirty laundry” is
an effort to illuminate that said “laundry” belongs not only to those who possess it but also to
those who have had a significant hand in creating the “filth” that has soiled the “laundry.”

In a 1983 New York Times interview with Jennifer Dunning, Pomare states, “One way
of dealing with that inhumanity is to point out that it is happening.” 6 The “inhumanity” is the
black oppression that he exposes in “Blues.” The history of oppression is the underlying
theme of the work and the singular works that make up the suite.
How can dance speak about the ravaging effects of drug addiction, the broken spirit
of a prostitute, and the aspiration for wholeness? For Pomare it is in the revelation of the
subject matter as content. It is his interest in physically showing the effects through
exaggerated gesture and dissonant movement that the raw grittiness of truth, becomes
relevant. The means by which Pomare choreographically worked to shed light on the truth of
urban life is what was “playable” as a dance artist, that which lies beneath the effect—this is
where the vocabulary of truth lies. Pomare’s work enters with the precision of form and the
directness of intention, to tell the truth. I contend that Pomare deployed his training/art to

82

overtly confront the live realities of the African diasporan community. Phenomenology
allows for not only the return of the visual but also an embodied response to the social
phenomena. The body is then the vessel of that truth. It is the body that confronts that truth,
spatially and temporally, and offers itself as a territory through which the drama of idea and
actuality is revealed. This is the place of possession so palpable within the context of spirit
possession. The truth here is that the body is being overtaken by a spiritual force that is both
invited and allowed to enter. For Pomare’s “Junkie,” that space of truth must also be
broached in order for the self-destruction to be communicated with vigor and authenticity.

Breaking the Code: Refined Dissonance
The civil rights movement and the social atmosphere of Pomare’s early period of
creation were filled with the tensions of civil unrest and protests for humane treatment of
people of color, of women, and for the rights and equalities of all peoples of a free nation.
“More and more, the activist cry changed from ‘Freedom Now’ to ‘Black Power’” (Obalil 9).
And the dance studios and stages, nationwide, were contributing to these efforts. New dance
companies began to form to challenge the status quo of mainstream America and the
expectations of the dance arts. Groups such as the Judson Dance Theater 7 generated work
that confronted, explicitly, what it meant to be a dance artist in the 1960s. “They challenged
the prevailing aesthetic of modern dance, especially its use of narrative, myth, and
psychology while breaking new artistic ground. Collage, fragmentation, loosely-structured
scores, radical juxtaposition, and chance were typical Judson methods; spontaneity,
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pedestrian movement, and a belief in the beauty of the ordinary were among the group’s
shared values” (Jackson).
In “Blues,” Pomare, too, explored ways in which the aesthetics of mainstream
modern dance would be addressed. One of the clearest aesthetic choices employed in “Blues”
is the “direct address,” a theatrical mode that exists within the classical forms of Shakespeare
in which the actor speaks directly to the audience, breaking the “fourth wall” (the imaginary
barrier that exists between the performer and the audience). It can be a layer of protection
from implication, a wall of safety for the audience. In “Blues” and for modern dance, this
mode, at this time, was a new phenomenon. In breaking the “fourth wall,” the performers
penetrate and obliterate all demarcation of passive audience participation and bring them
right into the action of the “play.” In employing this tactic, Pomare was able to engage the
audience and potentially incite a level of fear, or at least uncertainty. In a later performance
of “Junkie” for the Dance Black America Festival held at Brooklyn Academy of Music in
1983, Pomare’s titular character comes out into the audience, doing what reads as asking for
money or even drugs. At the end of the work, the “Junkie” ultimately passes out on the edge
of the stage.
Pomare’s contribution through “Blues” further adds to the developments and
experimentations of the dance artists of the 1960s by offering new ways to expand the
breadth of the theatrical dance experience in America, particularly within the realm of the
black concert dance tradition. The looming concern for audiences and theater producers
unfamiliar and uncomfortable with Pomare’s level of frankness, however, is the content of
his work. Pomare’s content reveals the injustices of a white patriarchal system upon the black
body from slavery to contemporary society. This problematizes and unfortunately, in some
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respects, overshadows the efforts Pomare made in pushing the form of concert dance in
America, which further, perhaps, alienated him from the resources that other black dance
artists whose work more comfortably accommodates the mainstream theatrical phenomena
were able to benefit from. Nevertheless, his “breaking of the code” privies him to a position
within the history of black radicalism in dance/performance that others were unable to attain,
thus solidifying his position as the patron saint of black radical dance/performance. Like the
musical tradition of the blues, which also “breaks the code” by releasing the tensions of
inequity and oppression through musical innovation, Pomare’s “Blues” offers a similar outlet
by which the passions and sufferings of humanity may be released through the embodiment
of time and space and the dancing form.
This “breaking the code” is similar to a breaking of silence regarding social and
cultural inequities. This process is an embodiment of will and an act of self-empowerment; it
is a coming to terms with one’s agency. Not only does it require one to accept what role they
play within the systemic structures, but it also enables discernment regarding the role others
play and of the system at large. Eleo Pomare’s belief in the humanity of the dancer is a
means to undermine a system of oppression by acknowledging the negative effect upon the
body and countering it with supportive means. Choreographically, to get inside the body of
the “damaged soul” (quoted from film interview) offers the possibility of a release through
the necessary empathy required to convey what the artist seeks to convey regarding this
character. Knowing the humanity of an individual means seeing the strengths and
weaknesses, witnessing the frailties and achievements, having access to the full range of a
dancer’s makeup in order to both create work for a performer and/or translate through one’s
own body the character’s emotional landscape. Upon completion of this process, in ways
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equal to possession, one has learned something about what it means to either host the
kinesthetic structures of another being and/or to invoke those structures within the dancer.
Accessing the full humanity of the dancer ultimately ensures the possibility of cultivation.
The seminal solo “Junkie,” as Pomare states, is “a study in self-destruction” (Dance
Black America video documentary). The work explores the physical breaking down of a
person under the pressure of drug addiction. How is the body able to communicate the
“destruction”? One must become acquainted with the destruction and know how to interpret
the phenomena while simultaneously crafting the aesthetic within. The work begins with
Pomare, the only performer to dance this piece, roaming the stage, seemingly searching for a
next opportunity to acquire drugs as the jazz score of Charles Mingus’s “Better Get Hit In
Your Soul” drives in rhythmic accompaniment. Nearly broken and distraught, Pomare’s body
is taut with anxiety as he continuously stretches his arms up and outward as if to grasp relief.
In response, he performs a contraction (a skeletal-muscular action initiating in the pelvis and
traveling through the torso area, causing a deep concave curvature in the spine), which causes
his exuberant body to seemingly fold into itself. This prominent action is repeated several
times until finally he remains in the position and begins to tremor as if the yearning for the
drug is becoming unbearable to control. As the score presses onward, Pomare sways as if
thrown in a daze of uncertain ecstasy. The need intensifies, sending him on and off stage in a
frenzy. These actions characterize the work for its entirety, until finally he is able to
administer his drug of choice: heroin. He pulls up his sleeve and mimes the action of
injecting the drug into his arm. Suddenly he falls to the floor and furiously rolls and gyrates.
He rises, grabs his cigarette and revels in satisfaction.
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Over “Junkie’s” life span, it has been highly scorned and rejected by several
presenters who questioned its legitimacy as a dance work. In interviews, Pomare has recalled
being asked why he chose “Junkie” to represent his company repertoire. “Junkie” makes
accessible for the dancer and choreographer the possibility for dance to reach beyond the
footlights, beyond the “beautiful” and into the realm of reality and truth that paralleled the
occurrence of social unrest of 1960s America and more specifically the confrontations
between black and white America. His aesthetic is at the service of humanity for which he
was so concerned. But beauty is not disregarded—Pomare simply adds an alternative view of
the beautiful. In fact, he sees beauty in the compositional form which attempts to capture the
broken humanity of his “Junkie.” It is clear that his concept of form and beauty differs from
the predominant idea of the time, which was just departing from the high form and content of
modernism of such artists as Martha Graham and Doris Humphrey who’s work in many ways
was concerned with archetypal figures. What can be seen in Pomare’s “Junkie” is the
extreme desire to convey the anguish that resides in the heart of a broken man. “Junkie” not
only satisfies the aim of the dancer (who has historically only been Pomare himself) to so
thoroughly convey his concept with clarity and intent, it also epitomizes the effort of
embodiment as an existential endeavor toward knowing. Pomare offers his body and craft as
a modality by which to explore humanity at its darkest. Haitian Vodou possession, as my
point of departure, makes a similar demand of the body and the vodouist. Haitian Vodou
possession, however, seeks to uplift and empower an individual through an affirmation of
his/her ancestry. This effort is actualized through the body as a medium of this embodied
spiritual knowledge. For the vodouist, it is in the peristyl that discovers this corporeal reality.
For the dancer, it is in the dance studio. It is the responsibility of the dancer to embody and
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convey the inner dialogue of the character or idea of the moment. The daily practice of dance
technique is the means to that end. The various techniques employed by the numerous
choreographers work to develop very specific corporeal outcomes, but they all exist as a
means toward kinesthetic comprehension and communication.

Technique as a Method of Being a Becoming Being
Eleo Pomare’s “Blues for the Jungle” is expanded here to explore another perspective
on what his phenomenological aesthetics offers. My thesis regarding the contribution of
“Blues” within the phenomenon of a black liberational spirituality is deeply very specifically
interested in the spiritual development of the physical body. The dancer must comprehend
that the mastery of form is but one part of his/her life as a dancer. The rigorous daily practice
of dance training offers the dancer and his/her body the challenge of accepting its position as
a medium of physical and spiritual communication.
Common to Western-based dance training is some version of a three-part class
structure. In many of the modern forms covered via the artists within this research, this threepart structure consists of Floorwork, Center, and Across the Floor (there are many variations
that exist under this framework). This three-part structure mimics the three-part phase of a
dancer within a professional dance company’s life: class, rehearsal, and performance. Each
of these processes is a journey into one’s true humanity in order to capture the essence of
existence.
The “class” is the place where the body must be prepared for the rigors of his/her life
as a dancer. The studio represents the laboratory in which the teacher and dancer test various
physical ideas and push the body to rise to the occasion. In this process, the dancer comes to
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know his/her limits and continuously challenges the arms to stretch more, the feet to point
more strongly, and the legs to jump higher. Here the dancer builds his/her capabilities and the
means to deploy them; s/he builds their technique. Technique is the intangible evidence of
embodied knowledge, the resistance of time against the body. The body desires the passing
of time as it relates to the necessary growth of the dancer. The constant desire for perfection
of line, speed, and form, through the continuous arduousness of daily instruction, is only
matched by the body’s necessary dependence on time’s long-term effect on the body. The
tension that exists at this stage is marked by anguish and impatience. The dancer lives an
entire existence in a single class. Through the physical articulation of the emotional depths of
humanity via codified exercises that engage the somatic terrain of the dancer, a process of
embodiment ultimately occurs. The varying dynamic ranges that are explored, the
sensuousness of an action such as reaching, turning, falling, or rolling, must all work to
effectively communicate and inform a viewer and, with that, simultaneously stimulate the
producer of those moments. The challenge is to physically remember the sensations that
allow for effective communication so that, during a dance—either solo or with others—an
exchange can occur. New York–based choreographer Reggie Wilson refers to this as “giving
real information to one another” in an effort to be clear and efficient, a subject that will be
discussed later. On the surface, it appears that the main function of dance training is geared
toward corporeal excellence and refinement. And, for the expectations of the craft as it
relates to the stage and performance, that may be the ideal. Nevertheless, embedded in this
phenomenon of training is indeed the larger task to be a learning and knowing body in space
and time. Ultimately, one is developing a cognitive process through corporeality.
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The rehearsal process becomes the necessary yielding to the desired outcome for
growth. The dancer employs the studied techniques as a way toward experiencing revelation.
The spatial-temporal lapse that occurs here is one that repetition necessitates. Calling on the
will to continue to attempt to reach the pinnacle of form is an effort that is only attainable
through temporary displacement of the ego. In this process, the dancer will accept “failure”
as a part of attaining discovery. Performing the same dance several times in an effort to more
deeply understand it as an additional language that is bodily spoken is the goal—to
encourage a fervent familiarity that remains for the entirety of one’s career.
Finally, performance welcomes an acceptance of the “body” at the moment of the
ritual. Here the dancer must set aside doubt and allow that which s/he has prepared to be
revealed. There is a temporary consciousness of acceptance. Nevertheless, it is a necessary
stage whereby the dancer becomes the being s/he dreamed. This stage activates all previous
stages at the instant; it is constructed of every moment a dancer has experienced. It is the
necessary “sacrifice” for which the audience bears witness. In this ritual, the dancer sacrifices
him/herself on the “altar” that is the stage.

The Practice of Cultivating People
In a 1962 news feature, Pomare explains to a reporter three functions of his school
(Pomare):
1. “[to cultivate] people that might have been destroyed”
2. “[to act as] a feeding station into the company”
3. To train interested students in the “concept and style projection and teaching
method” used in the school
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It is indeed the first and third point that draw my attention, but number three at the explicit
service of one. It is the teaching method as a means by which the cultivation of people can
occur. Through daily training of the body, one simultaneously cultivates the mind and soul.
This technique of embodiment goes beyond the studio. Through work with archetypes, in the
form of imagery, symbology, the dancer lives an existence. Maxine Sheets-Johnstone in her
The Phenomenology of Dance assists us in more deeply comprehending this possibility. She
writes, “Consciousness experiences its world and itself through its body. If we have
conscious experiences, it is because our body moves within the environment as a spatial
presence and intuitively know the meaning of its spatiality” (25). This concept connects to
the Sartrean concept of pre-reflective cogito, which is a phenomenological knowing that
deals with spatiality and temporality, not a metaphysically based knowledge. This distinction
is key as it assists in situating the particular knowledge base that is dance. Sheets-Johnstone
continues, “A dance, as it is formed and performed, is experienced by the dancer as a
perpetually moving form, a unity of succession, whose moments cannot be measured: its past
has been created, its present is being created, its future awaits creation” (21–22). There is a
moment of simultaneity that occurs. This is the ultimate moment of liberation when one’s
full mental and physical consciousness is active and simultaneous. The days of training the
muscles and willing the mind to become integrated into a series of intuited moments is the
ultimate achievement whereby the dancer’s body is able to freely engage the expressive
capabilities of its form. However, what occurs through those days, weeks, months, and years
that build up to that phenomenological moment?
Embodying a dynamic is an effort to better communicate, in practice, human
existence. And in relation to the stage, that communication is a viable kinesthetic expression
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by which an audience member can discover a kinship with the performer, and through that
encounter, perhaps, a catharsis is made possible. Through the possibility of empathetically
releasing oneself, the audience member connects with the dancer.
Though there are varying schools that may contend with this position, I argue that the
presence of the audience fundamentally dictates a basic transaction: the performer gives and
the audience receives. In a more sophisticated relationship, the give and take may also be
reversed so that the audience is expected to give and the performer to receive. In its best
arrangement, the transaction is a mutual and reciprocal relationship of giving and taking
where the roles are expected to be simultaneously giving and receiving. This energetic
exchange means that each participant is actively engaged in the process of becoming and
being (learning and knowing).
The body of the dancer too must be opened to the spirit of the dance through
exercises that focus on “opening the body” (stretching, bending, twisting, etc.). It is key that
the dancing body must be prepared. In relationship to a philosophy of embodiment, where the
expectation of the body is based on being a channel or a medium, the concern for corporeal
preparation is paramount. Choreographers often refer to the process of training as a
“breaking” of a young dancer’s body in order to initiate the process of new growth.
From an Africanist somatic, dance exercises are more than simply preparing the body
for the physical feats of performance. The preparation is a cultivation of the spiritual through
the corporeal. Martha Graham referred to her dancers as “athletes of God”—those
individuals chosen to fulfill the responsibilities of a higher power. For Graham, that higher
power was the achievement of the art of dance and all that it demanded from the dancer, who
is called upon to appease the muse. This exists and is the foundation for the corporeal
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comprehension of the Africanist body. In the various spiritual practices of the African
Diaspora (Haitian Vodou, Candomblé, Santeria/Lucumi, etc.), the Being must understand
that his/her body is not his/her own. It functions with a higher purpose even if he/she is not
aware of such a phenomenon. However, becoming involved in any of these practices
assumes such a knowledge.
The variety of forms that exist in dance—indigenous, classical, contemporary,
social—have as many varieties of anticipated outcomes. But, does there exist a “universal”
reason for dancing? In the purview of this research, I argue that the “universal” would be
“possession.” “Possession,” in this context, is the dancer’s aim is to be so utterly involved in
the moment of physicality that the merging of the subject and object is inevitable. An
audience member becomes unaware of the line of distinction between the performer and the
performed material. Ultimately, it is in class that one is able to cultivate this experience of
temporary displacement — the identical phenomenon that occurs in the experience of
spiritual possession of Haitian Vodou. Perhaps this is the greatest contribution of Haitian
Vodou and African spirituality to Western concert dance—a means by which to understand
the complex relationship between the mind, body, and soul in the instance of dance. This
modality manifests through dance technique. Dance technique readies the individual for the
larger task that is communication. And like all communication, there must be a language in
place to make effective the verbal transaction between the “performer” and “audience.” In
dance, the vocabulary is the systematic way in which the specific technique teaches us of the
capabilities of the pelvis, arms, legs, torso, and others corporealities.
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Figure 1. Eleo Pomare. Photographer unknown. Accessed 17 December 2017.
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Figure 2. Eleo Pomare in “Junkie” from “Blues for the Jungle.” Photography Leroy
Henderson. Accessed 17 December 2017.
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Chapter 4
Reggie Wilson: “Embodied African Technologies”

A sacred ritual
may be performed by one
entirely purified but seldom.
Other rites belong to those confined in the sodden
lumber of the body.
—Heraclitus

My contention that a black liberational spirituality is revealed through the
phenomenological aesthetics of the black concert dance/performance tradition continues here
with the artist Reggie Wilson and his “Introduction.” I return to the three points that guide
my assertion of this subject matter: Wilson’s “Introduction” (1) testifies to the power of black
embodiment through ongoing performative and aesthetic discourse as exemplified through
the content of the work; (2) the work recognizes the interplay between the sacred and the
secular domains as its form manifests slippage between the two; and (3) the Ring Shout as an
African technology functions as the inherent spirituality, which functions as an animating,
illuminating and vital creative force both conscious and ancestral. “Wilson formed the
Reggie Wilson / Fist and Heel Performance Group in 1989 in New York, incorporating black
traditional religious and cultural practices (like the Ring Shout). The term ‘fist and heel’
refers to the worshipping style which enslaved Africans, who had been denied the drum,
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made music with stomps, claps and vocal sounds” (Paris 107). This Africanist amalgamation
signals viability of black subjectivity as an embodied aesthetic and corporeal literacy infused
with urgency.

“Introduction”
Wilson’s 1996 solo “Introduction,” (see fig. 1) first performed at Dance Space in New
York City as the opening work of an evening titled “The Tie-Tongued Goat and Lightning
[sic]Bug Who Tried to Put Her Foot Down.” The solo is an embodied autobiographical
journey through Wilson’s personal and professional life with a specific focus on his artistic
research. Within the work, he defines the origination of his company name (Reggie
Wilson/Fist & Heel Performance Group), the fundamental basis of his choreographic
interests, and his ongoing research of revealing global and embodied “dispersed” blackness
residing in varying national and international corporealities. How, for example, the African
American Ring Shout, Trinidad and Tobago Spiritual Baptist faith, and American
postmodern dance found places within the technique of his choreographic work is of
particular interest, and the reasons are explicated in the work. “Introduction” delves, layer by
layer, into the depths of Wilson’s practice as a choreographer and “novice anthropologist”
(Wilson). It introduces the audience to the painstaking efforts of tracking Africanist spiritual
practices from the Baptists of his hometown of Milwaukee and the Mississippi Delta to the
Zionist churches of South Africa, all within the eleven-minute physical journey of
“traveling,”8 talking, and moaning (Wilson/Fist & Heel). The work begins with Wilson
walking slowly in place almost as if beginning the first steps of a long journey.

8

Traveling is performed as a kind of in-place, walking meditation.
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Early in my research, I argued that human existence is bound to a shared core reality,
that of movement, or, from a Heraclitean perspective, a “perpetual flux.” The notion that
everything is in constant motion and consistently changing is best realized in the Heraclitean
passage, “The river where you set your foot just now is gone—those waters giving way to
this, now this” (Heraclitus 27). In the case of Wilson’s “Introduction,” an equivalent concept
to perpetual flux can be “traveling.” However, an added dimension to “constant motion and
consistent change,” that is “perpetual flux,” is that of deepening. What I suggest here is the
idea that as Wilson progresses along his journey toward the discovery of African retentions
in diasporic forms, exploring the spaces and places of the African American and AfroCaribbean and sub-Saharan African, he is simultaneously deepening the psychic connections
within his own mind, body, and spirit. Wilson is then introducing himself and his audience to
the possibility of traveling as phenomenological aesthetic—a beauty revealed through
existence. The “traveling” that Wilson engages in is grounded in the practice of the Spiritual
Baptists of Trinidad. The Spiritual Baptists are a syncretic Afro-American religious sect
brought to Trinidad by former American enslaved populations working as missionaries. The
religion combines traditional African spirituality with Christianity. The sect is also referred
to as “shouter” Baptists due to full-bodied expressivity and aspirated vocal worship in their
religious practices. Within the faith, there exists the practice of “traveling,” (a psychic spatial
journeying into the spiritual universe to discover the origins of one’s problems or problems
of the congregation).9 In his “Introduction,” Wilson explains his understanding and feeling of
this Spiritual Baptist “traveling”: “[I]t felt like the entire congregation had been lifted up and

https://macaulay.cuny.edu/eportfolios/luttonprojects15/identity/religion/spiritual-baptistyoruba-orisha/
9
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placed in the hull of a ship and we were traveling, traveling…” (Wilson/Fist & Heel).
Wilson’s “traveling” in the instance of “Introduction” is one that functions as a means of
transporting the audience through the various paths of his research. Without physically
moving the audience, Wilson initiates a spatial and temporal interaction kinetically. The
audience’s journey is through Wilson’s continuous walking in place. Dynamics change as he
“enters” different territories, countries, and landscapes. His breath pattern is altered as he
travels through India, Africa, the American South. The beauty of his “traveling” is bound to
this notion that one can simultaneously be physically present and spiritually elsewhere. I
parallel this phenomenon to the enslaved Africans in the Americas and the idea that physical
bondage and spiritual liberation can coexist. This conflation is complicated but full of
existential possibilities. The beauty is in the duality, not conflict, as resolution. Though I
created a parallel with the enslaved and the Spiritual Baptist of Trinidad; it is not to contend
in any way that SB are enslaved or in any kind of bondage. The correlation is merely a
relational one between the “here-and-there-ness” of being resolved in one’s mind and body.
In a recent presentation Wilson articulates his philosophical complications with the
concept of “traveling” in which the consideration of embodiment is the sliver of divergence
between “trance” and “possession.” My contention of a phenomenological aesthetic is largely
based on the concept of possession as a sublime embodiment as practiced within Haitian
Vodou. However, to allow consideration of Wilson’s concept of and interest in “trance” is
one that cannot go by without some attention, particularly because this concept is linked with
(or to) “traveling.” For Wilson, “trance is this idea where you have the rhythm … you move
yourself or the community moves you into a state of a trance and you go away to go visit the
ancestors or the spirit or the prophet” (Art Work 44:31). This concept comes directly from
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Wilson’s “understanding” regarding the psychic journeying of the Spiritual Baptists to
retrieve information from the spirits, which will be brought back to the congregation
regarding the preceding issue. In contrast, possession, Wilson opines, occurs by the spirit
coming “into a selected vessel, a prepared vessel, an individual” (Art Work 45:03). The
difference, however slight, is best explained through Sobel: “[T]he divinities (and not the
High God) came to speak through a medium, who was thereby enriched both in status and in
spirit power but who did not keep the God within him, although he might learn to call him to
come at will. The crucial difference in the Christian experience was that the believer traveled
to the High God’s abode, Heaven, and in knowing the High God came to have His presence
in his heart forever after” (101).
In either scenario, there is an acceptance that the body is available with a tangibility
of purpose and function and, further, that the “traveler” has a responsibility to the
congregation to return and deliver or allow for the deliverance of important information. This
phenomenon is not an individual pursuit; it is a communal experience. This spiritual journey
is intended to “do something” for the “traveler” and the community. The communal
responsibility is a key component to this experience with an inherent accountability at play.
The beauty of the occurrence is held within the temporality and spatiality of this moment.
These two phenomena, trance and possession, though markedly different, reveal a common
Africanist relationship: the direct relationship of the “performer” to the “audience.” The use
of these terms is not to diminish the significance of this sacred exchange but to offer a
parallel perspective between the sacred and the secular—that direct relationship as it exists
within the realm of theatrical performance. That direct relationship or exchange is codified
within the “call-and-response” phenomenon present within African American life. “Call and
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response” is a reciprocal interaction established between a leader producing a stimulus
(usually vocal or musical) and a person or group of people immediately answering with a
collective knowledge.
“Call and response” is the efficacy of intersubjectivity, an efficacy that is largely
dependent upon the functions of the “polyphonic,” which, at its core, is the “many voices,” as
defined by Bakhtin. Within the polyphonic, the contributions of the collective community are
acceptable and expected. Every voice has a contribution to make, and agency is affirmed and
honored in the collective when each individual is able to give voice/respond to the “call.” So,
for example, in the “call-and-response” structure of the African American folk song “SeeLine Woman,” the responding community knows how, when, and where the response is to
occur. The caller sings, “see-line woman,” filling the first and second beats in a four-beat
rhythmic structure. The response is “see-line,” and falls on the third beat throughout the
song. As a folk song that gets passed down from one generation to the next, the lyrics and
meaning change over time, and the understanding of the meaning alters as well. However,
what is of interest here is that the song functions as a unifier. It enables the functioning of the
singular and collective in a way that can be understood as a foundation to African American
existence. The “call and response” is present both in the sacred and secular realms, from rally
cries for social and cultural justice movements to the galvanizing of a public in declaring
their identity and right to be. When James Brown sang, “Say it loud,” the crowd’s response
of “I’m black and I’m proud,” was deeply felt and united in its effective intersubjectivity.
Here is a harnessing of that intersubjectivity in a secular exchange. However, it can be
argued that the secular bears the existence of the sacred, perhaps not in a religious sense but
indeed with the potentiality of the force that is contained within.
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I like very much the notion that the sacred is made so through a kind of reservation of
use. Giorgio Agamben refers to this in reference to sacrare, or “to consecrate,” as “the term
that designated the exit of things from the sphere of human law” (18). The function of the
sacred being to reserve the usage of an object or an activity for specific time and space with
the expectation of a valued outcome in order to intensify its effect. “Introduction” exists
authentically at the fulcrum of the sacred and secular; the work itself embodies these two
existences. The work as performance maintains a position of lucidity within the secular
realm. Wilson discursively presents concepts and ideas that inhabit the realm of the sacred.
His presentation of the spiritual practices of the Spiritual Baptists and the Zionists reveals a
layer of the sacred, as those practices are the direct connections to the divine for those
particular faiths. The ‘aspirated’ breath patterns that he discovered within both faiths
signifies their embodied connection to the ancestral and sacred realms of reality. He presents
this discovery through his own body and breath, exemplifying that connectivity in this
secular way. The secular becomes the container by which Wilson engages the sacred. As he
progresses in the work, the lines of distinction become more and more clear. Is he ever
completely “taken” by the spirit of the work that he conjures in the discussion of the various
paths of his research? His ability to move easily in and through the various embodiments is,
for me, directly connected to my overarching assertion regarding the ontological multiplicity
that exists in essence within a black liberational spirituality, and therefore within the “bones”
of black concert dance.
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Ring Shout
Wilson continues the work inspired by the great matriarchs of black concert dance
who exacerbated the distinctions between the secular and sacred phenomena of African
diaspora. Through his artistry, Reggie substantiates and makes viable his artistic and
aesthetic concerns of African retention, framing them within a “post-African/Neo-Hoodoo
Modern dances [sic]” context. Embedded within this aesthetic is the tradition that offers the
most profound visibility: the Ring Shout (see fig. 3). The Ring Shout is an 18th century
worship custom developed and practiced by enslaved Africans in the American South.
Historically, the Ring Shout maintains an ancestral lineage connecting to the ring and circle
dances of West Central Africa. The Ring Shout is significant to Wilson, as the practice is
where the name of his company derives from and its inherent radicalism is revealed. In his
research, Wilson came upon a statement by an African Methodist bishop regarding his
objection to the Ring Shout as “ridiculous and heathenish … fist and heel” worshiping.
Nevertheless, Wilson has taken it on as an implicit identifier and source of inspiration. As a
primary foundation within Wilson’s practice, the Ring Shout, because of its subversiveness,
grounds a fundamental radicalism within Wilson’s work and in black life and dance in
America.
Wilson categorizes the Ring Shout as an “African dance” in that its functionality as a
means to an end is a primary component. The Ring Shout has been documented and explored
by various present and past historians and practitioners, so for the purposes of this research, I
will offer some foundational understanding of its performativity through dance scholar
Brenda Dixon Gottschild’s book The Black Dancing Body:
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In the Ring Shout practitioners moved in a counterclockwise direction (an African
variation) while singing, chanting, and improvising a cappella versions of Christian
hymns that were embellished by African techniques of buckets, brooms, and other
found objects. Improvised variations were their creative ways of moving to these
rhythms and traveling in the circle. Theirs was a particular Protestant taboo about
crossing the feet while moving (since foot patterns could be construed as dancing). …
Enslaved Africans found ways to shift weight from heels to toes, to insides and outer
edges of the feet, moving the feet in various directions, turning toes and knees in and
out, sliding, gliding, shuffling, stomping the feet—without ever crossing them or
lifting them from the ground. On top of this they articulated the torso and limbs in
counter rhythms and different directions, adding syncopations and improvised
movements through the body. (114)

This explanation offers clearly the physical characteristics of the Ring Shout and its
inventiveness as a cultural phenomenon along the trajectory of Africanisms in America.
The pattern of the Ring Shout is the cosmos, circling and hurling yet containing and
cultivating. Though there is no singular explanation as to why the traveling pattern is
counterclockwise, I will state that it is indeed related to a temporal function. More
specifically, it is related to a temporality that suggests a traveling back in time, matching the
hands of a clock. Relatedly, the counterclockwise traveling pattern of the Ring Shout mirrors
the directional movement of the sun and exists as an African spiritual retention via the
civilization of ancient Kongo (an ancestry shared by a large portion of the first enslaved
Africans of the American South). This connection can be supported by the spiritual tradition
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and belief of ancient Kongo and the presence of the Kongo cosmogram (see fig. 4) yowa.
“The Kongo yowa cross … signifies the … vision of the circular motion of human souls
about the circumference of its intersecting lines. Kongo cross refers therefore to the
everlasting continuity of all righteous men and women” (Thompson and Cornet 108). In
Thompson and Cornet’s Four Moments of the Sun, the authors continue with an elaborate
description of yowa:

Coded as a cross, a quartered circle or diamond, a seashell spiral, or a special cross
with solar emblems at each ending—the sign of the four moments of the sun is the
Kongo emblem of spiritual continuity and renaissance par excellence. In certain rites
it is written on the earth, and a person stands upon it to take an oath, or to signify that
he or she understands the meaning of life as a process shared with the dead below the
river or the sea—the real sources of earthly power and prestige, in Kongo thinking. …
The intimation, by shorthand geometric statements, of mirrored worlds within the
spiritual journey of the sun, is the source and illumination of some of the more
important sculptural gestures and decorative signs pertaining to funerary monuments
and objects designated for deposit on the surface of funerary tombs, or otherwise
connected with funerary ceremonies and the end of life (28).

Of the temporal and spatial relevance of the Ring Shout, the concept of time travel is
exemplified as it relates both to the solar and life-cycle patterns of all humanity from birth (as
represented by the sun) and death (as represented by the setting sun into the night). Within
the “shout,” as the counterclockwise circle forms and gains momentum, the expectation of
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the “awakening” (my word) of the spirit and the “opening” for the allowance of the shouters
to travel, within Wilson’s understanding, “to go visit the ancestors, spirit or prophet” and to
gain information needed, is a necessary reality. This bears deep significance to the relevance
of the connection between the living and the ancestral realm.
This is a similar phenomenon to the experience of the Haitian Vodou concept of
balancé. Here the Vodou hounsi (Haitian Vodou initiate) is continuously “turned” backward
and forward in order to shift their equilibrium and sense of time in order to allow for the lwa
to enter the body or to awaken the spirit inside the body, as I have previously argued.
However, the marked difference is the democratizing of the experience. Everyone in the
circle is susceptible to the “conjuring” energies, again similar to the traveling
counterclockwise circle around the poto mitan (center pole) of Haitian Vodou. Here the
physical center pole is a three-dimensional structure functioning in a similar way, connecting
the two aforementioned realms of the living and the dead.
At the core of either is the presence and activation of counterclockwise circular or
turning motion—the necessary dynamism that must be present to encourage spiritual
communication. As an “Africanist technology,” counterclockwise circular or turning does
not consider stagnation and immobility sufficient in the effort. Nor does the dynamism of
motion only occur after the desired communication has been reached. So it must be
recognized here that through motion and full bodily action—this thing of communication
with spirit—the effort of spiritual transcendence can be reached and positioned indeed as an
aesthetic. This aesthetic, though in its true context not a primary concern, is premised on the
basis of “doing something” (Wilson). Further, this “doing something” maintains a revelatory
significance, as in black concert dance and particularly of the artists covered in my research,
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which ultimately is a phenomenological revelation of the ontological. As per Wilson’s
explanation of “trance” and “possession,” the inherency of motion as a technological
mechanism belongs to both instances. However, “possession” maintains within its ontology
the necessity for the temporary disruption that allows access of “spirit” to the body, and with
it information to be shared. This spirit, then, is not necessarily the person “traveling,” though
as I have argued through the conceptual grounding of other vodouists that this could indeed
be a facet of the individual. Nevertheless, the “traveler” willingly enables the functioning of
spirit possession, which in essence is what this particular motion is doing. This is not
“ornamentation” that Wilson discusses, but it is indeed the phenomenological “doing
something” so elemental in Africanist spiritual epistemology and extended to black concert
dance. However, many African American contemporary dance artists have shunned this
ontological read on black concert dance. Even Wilson has to some extent, as it limits the
availability of what could be considered “true” liberation and freedom of form. However, I
argue that a society that renders the black body a politicized object of non-neutrality creates a
dichotomy that problematizes the quest for free form. It is, for me, the possibility of
accepting the multiplicity of the black body that offers a freedom based on
multidimensionality—a body that speaks simultaneously as both subject and object, an object
of form and a subject of content. This is a subversive act of humanity. When we witness
Wilson’s body in space locating the various regions of his research within his own
corporeality and making tangible for the audience the impulses and subtle distinctions of
those regions, this epitomizes what Wilson has called “distal flinging,” which I will discuss
below. There is an acknowledgment, a relationship, and an acceptance of the nature of what
is possible with the body in reference to the Ring Shout as practice and as a spiritual
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technology guiding one’s actions. This is as much choreography as it is philosophical
embodiment.

“Distal Flinging”
Wilson’s “distal flinging” in classes and rehearsals regarding an action that maintains
a qualitative presence within his work. Distal flinging occurs through the “throwing” of body
parts to a distance from a center core. The line is dynamic and energetic in nature rather than
fixed or positioned. How can this relate to the diasporic experience? It is from a stable core
that releases out from itself, but the core is never dismembered. Does it return? Does it need
to return? There is a force required to fling. The action is fueled by the energy and intention.
Moments into “Introduction,” Wilson arrives at the point where he explains the Spiritual
Baptists’ belief regarding their “two basic concepts of Africa” (Wilson/Fist & Heel) as it
relates to the possible paths down which one may journey. He explains, “[Y]ou can travel
and work with the Orisha in Yoruba-land, that’s present-day Nigeria, or you can travel to a
place of deep, dark, secret and mysteries, the Kongo.” He continues physically sharing the
various modes of “traveling” through the paths of the Orisha10 or the Kongo.”11 The nature of
the Orisha path has a quality that is cooler and smooth. Wilson, exemplifies the quality with
an almost gliding, effortlessness. Contrary to Orisha is the Kongo path. When embodied by
Wilson, the Kongo quality is forceful striking and pounding, so much so that, as the energy
of the striking movement returns, Wilson seems to shake it off as to release some of the

Nigerian-based deities who exist as forces of nature within the Yoruba-speaking faith of
Ifa.
11An ancient African civilization in the geographic region of West Central Africa in what is
now northern Angola, Cabinda, the Republic of the Congo, the western portion of the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, as well as the southernmost part of Gabon.
10
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intensity of the power. Nevertheless, he makes the sign of the cross on himself in what seems
to be a gesture of thanks (as the gesture is followed by a smile perhaps of acceptance or
recognition of such power).
To throw away or fling implies a discarding of a thing. However, in regards to
flinging that occurs in Wilson’s choreography, a complete disregard is not exactly the
intended outcome. I would rather argue that the “distal flinging” is more similar to energetic
bursts being sent out, bouncing, and returning to be used again or making contact and being
absorbed. As the pounding energy of Wilson’s arms direct downwardly and the
accompanying stomp of the foot and vocal bass tone erupts, the sensation is a reverberation,
as if his action is shaking the earth underneath his feet. The “flinging” then can be seen as a
disregarding of used energy as part of a natural cycle of receiving and using. The flinging
then, in this case, is the release of unnecessary energies. The stability necessary for such an
act of “distal flinging” must be established within a core to enable an efficient and effective
use of the energy—flung but connected, not released but directed.
The Ring Shout, Wilson states, “served as a research subject … it also helped me to
start thinking about the difference between trance and possession … and the idea that the
Ring Shout is the beginning of the Black church” (Wilson/Fist & Heel 45:00). Wilson’s
contention evidences his “Introduction” as a phenomenological aesthetic that asserts a black
liberational spirituality, which is embedded with a radicalism of form and function.
“Introduction” as a performative act suggests what lies at the core of Africanist technology,
the capability of a being to be simultaneously subject and object, seamlessly moving between
the two existences to more deeply understand the nature of blackness, which ultimately
exemplifies the notion of being-ness in the world, a reference that can be made in relation to
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the Du Boisian “double consciousness.” However, the duality here exists as an agency within
the subject and not as a forced imposition from without. The power of the Ring Shout as a
point of departure stabilizes the concept of “distal flinging.” It is the dynamic motion of the
bodies that activates a central core, also functioning as an anchoring point, from which
energies may be thrown, hurled, or flung
The “Introduction” performance explicates the “post-African/Neo-HooDoo Modern
dances [sic].” concept through singular bodily form, and with it its radicalness is established
through the continuous shifting of space and time, form and function. Wilson’s solo
performance “Introduction” and the Reggie Wilson/Fist and Heel Performance Group, as a
project, reifies Africanist epistemologies while simultaneously continuing the cultural legacy
of revolutionizing the thinking about the point of departure of Western dance.
Within the contextual framework of a black liberational spirituality, Wilson’s “doing
something” is phenomenologically based. The result of an action, in this case of the Ring
Shout, is the anticipation of either trance or possession. This experience, as I have
established, is indeed one of temporality and spatiality with the added feature of revelation.
Wilson uses the example of a congregation discovering who “stole a purse.” This discovery
is made possible through either the congregant’s experience of, in an induced trance, going to
visit the ancestor, prophet, or spirit and having it revealed to him/her the culprit of the theft.
In the other scenario that Wilson exemplifies, possession, the congregation is visited by the
ancestor, prophet, or spirit, who reveals to the congregation, through the congregant as a
“prepared” host, “who stole the purse.” This radical experience of spiritual intervention
exemplifies for us, phenomenologically, what several theorists investigating Africanist
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spiritual systems convey regarding the expectation of direct engagement and intervention
with spirit.
Karen McCarthy Brown’s theory of “possession performance” identifies the
“theatrical quality” of Haitian Vodou spirit possession, whereby participants have a
collective knowledge or are able to glean understanding based on the activities of the event,
i.e. the behavior of the lwa, the response of the vodouist, salutations of the houngan, and/or
manbo. Haitian Vodou is systematic in that the roles that are “performed” are clear and
accurate in detail, purpose, and form. Brown’s “possession performance” can be paralleled to
that of Brenda Dixon Gottschild’s “imminent potentiality—the imaginable interplay of
artistic intention and enlivened spiritual expression” (Paris 102). Though the point of
departure is inverted, Gottschild’s “imminent potentiality” moves from the secular
performance; nevertheless, the assigned roles are specific and purposeful. What differs here
is the kind of efficacy of form that exists within stage performance as it relates to the
“potential” of the “spiritual expression.” Here, the “spiritual expression” could be left at
simply representation rather than at manifestation, which is indeed the case in the former
experience. However, the “expression” of spirit is indeed spirit itself, and this is simply not
identified specifically within this context.
These theories of embodiment function as a basis, and they are directly related to
what another African American choreographer of note, Ron K. Brown, has expressed about
“spirit” in dance: “It feels so good to give yourself over to the dance, to just let your spirit go
on that journey, being connected to divine in the way that you’re connected to that when you
shout …” (Great Performances: Free to Dance). I am interested if in fact the “divine
freedom” that Brown speaks of is indeed a specific spirit that could be identified within the
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context of Haitian Vodou. It is said that a way to identify when a spirit is “mounting” (the
term used for the process of possession within Haitian Vodou) a vodouist is through the
profound articulation of the performance of the dance. If this is so, and, for example, one can
witness Brav Gede (one of the Lwa of the afterlife and sexuality) through his articulation of
the banda (pelvic-thrusting characteristic dance of the Gede family), then the exquisiteness
of a dancer’s performance must be anchored by a particular spirit. Perhaps it is the same
spirit that is embodied within a person, but which is indiscernible merely due to the
difference of existences, i.e. the secular vs. the sacred, the dance performance and the Haitian
Vodou fet.
I am intrigued by the acceptance of such radicalism and by how it plays out within the
realms of both the sacred and the secular. It is a necessary ingredient within the black concert
dance tradition as it is fueled by a primary notion of being-ness—the establishment of
identity through difference. As I am arguing, the projection of spirit is not always a conscious
act of portrayal; it is embedded within and is a marker, or a kind of success or achievement,
of vision on the part of the dancer.

“Doing Something”
Wilson addresses the notion of “doing something” (Art Works 42:06) in regards to
“African practice as African technology,” a concept similar to the McLuhan understanding of
technology as an extension of the body or human existence itself. Here the “technology” is
spiritual in nature. Further, I contend that “trance” or “possession” as an African technology
is fundamentally based in liberation—the freedom and will to accept the multidimensionality
of the body or, as Roberto Strongman has identified, the body’s “trans-corporeality.” Further,
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and practically, the allowance of a spirit to inhabit the body, or for one’s soul to “travel” to
visit with spirit, exists as a liberatory function. Unlike the rigidity of form and matter as
unchanging and unmalleable—the intended state as it exists within an Africanist
epistemology—form needs to remain malleable and unfixed in order to enable corporeal
transcendence.
The phenomenological significance of both “trance” and “possession,” as “African
[spiritual] technologies,” when involved with dance and specifically the black concert dance
tradition, is what indeed affirms its radical designation. What must be understood thus far, as
has been made available to us through Dunham’s HV “dance” research, Primus’s embodied
activism, and Pomare’s radical gesture, is that the black body has the capability of radical
embodiment and access to an embedded transcendent being-ness as a birthright through an
ancestral lineage. It is this understanding that stabilizes for the black concert dancer the idea
that the ultimate quest is to be moved by “spirit,” as choreographer Ron K. Brown has
expressed. So, perhaps the movement inhabited through “traveling” is ultimately an inward
motion toward the spirit within. Perhaps the outward motion of walking in place has an
intention not of going somewhere else but of going somewhere inside. The “something” that
is being done is an activation of spirit, a calling forth of the potentialities of the corporeal
form. The body knows because of its embodied history, which Gottschild has identified in
The Black Dancing Body. The black body has a history of “traveling” as supplication, and
with that history comes a revelatory expectation. Therein lies the nature of its beauty.
Is it possible to locate a point of origination of possession—possession as a
philosophy of embodiment and an embodied knowledge within Africanist epistemology? It is
present as a knowledge base in various countries of the continent but also within the African

114

diaspora. To the extent that it remains in pure form as a “temporary displacement” of one’s
own psyche for another is irrelevant. What is intriguing, however, is that it manifests in
variation throughout the African diaspora—through trance, for example, and additionally in
secular terms within Western performance traditions. As a base of understanding the self and
the self’s relationship to the world, possession as sublime embodiment parallels the sensual
and perceptual theories of the major Western phenomenologists Husserl, Heidegger, and
Merleau-Ponty. Possession offers an understanding of the self and the body not as singular
and isolated but as connected and communal. The spatial relationship of the ritual
counterclockwise circular pattern of the Ring Shout establishes an equality and continuity of
community through difference. Each member has a unique contribution, and together the
participants “conjure” a space of equity.
Black concert dance revolutionizes the notion of form and function by combining
them within one phenomenon. In my estimation, form belongs to the external shape and
representation, the body, where the function, in this case, specifically adheres to the purpose
as an internal impulse to communicate with the viewing “audience.” In essence, the function
is the driving force giving reason to the form. The black concert dance tradition is a radical
revolution in which these two principles converge and create phenomenologically an
aesthetic of “hereness.” Reggie Wilson’s “Introduction” embodies the notion of “hereness”
as the work works; it has efficacy in its composition.
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Image 1. Reggie Wilson’s “Introduction.” Photographer Ruby Washington/New York Times,
2012. Accessed 19 December 2018.

117

Image 2. Reggie Wilson’s “Introduction.” New York Public Library, 2012. Accessed 19
December 2018.
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Photographer, Marc C. Monaghan, 2014. Accessed 5 May 2019.
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Figure 4. Kongo cosmogram yowa. Thompson, Robert Farris, and Joseph Cornet. The Four
Moments of the Sun: Kongo Art in Two Worlds. Washington, DC: National Gallery of Art,
1981.
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Chapter 5
Preach R Sun: Live Freedom

It is by going beyond the historical and instrumental given that I initiate my cycle of freedom.
—Frantz Fanon
I am not fighting for blackness; I am fighting through blackness
—Preach R Sun

I reach the point in my research where the statement of blackness, as it relates
to the black concert dance (BCD) tradition, must be interrogated. My ongoing contention that
a black liberational spirituality is revealed through the phenomenological aesthetics of the
black concert dance/performance tradition is maintained and supported by the Heideggerian
ontological question of the meaning of being through embodiment. That embodiment, as it
applies to my subject of inquiry, black concert dance, is based on the temporal and spatial
revelation of beauty and the phenomenological methodology of analyzing the question of
being through time and space as existence, as a means of substantiation. However, what
occurs when the “black” is omitted? What remains? This is the question that fugitive,
conjurer, and performance artist Preach R Sun presents and is ‘fighting through.’ What
happens if the racialized modifier that is black is removed from black concert dance and from
the existential reality that is Preach R Sun? Does his work still function in a radical way by
which one’s true freedom can manifest? I argue yes. Ultimately, it is dynamism (time and
space as existence) that ultimately reveals what is to be understood of this ontological query.
BCD is ultimately beyond race, though it seems to be bound by race. It is history and
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corporeality, and illuminates how these two realities coexist as form and subject, not object.
The body as corporeality and history as subjectivity—space and time.
With his varied training and practice in various dance forms (street, modern,
traditional West African) to spoken word and music, Preach R Sun shatters any hope to
garner concrete stylistic or categorical definition. What his practice does offer is the
opportunity to go beneath the surface and look deeper into the function and purpose of the
creations that he ‘conjures.’ This goes beyond form and right into the “reason,” the “why”—
the metaphysics of his work. As a takeoff from Kwame Ture regarding the utilization of
blackness as a tool for one’s liberation, Preach’s actions are the “hammer” he can utilize to
break his way through the limitations of race and discover a new existence. This stands
parallel to Fanon’s statement, “[I]n the world I am heading for, I am endlessly creating
myself. I show solidarity with the humanity provided I can go one step further” (204).
Through Preach R Sun’s years as a dancer, choreographer, and spoken word artist, he has
continued to shed the artifices. He has peeled away the protective layers of his existence to
expose his deep ontological desires. He confronts the deep philosophical questions of the
meaning of life so thoroughly that he even questions his own existence. His actions enable
him to encounter the image in the mirror forthrightly, not to fear it but to accept it as yet
another moment to question his perceptible life.

Black Concert Dance
The notion that Preach presents in relation to the racialization of people, either white
or black in a racialized society, is one where blackness exists in a state of otherness,
constantly trying to overcome its negation. The burden and fatigue of this racialization
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becomes so great that any hope of channeling energy into the wellness of one’s self is
overshadowed and its effort made futile. This position is one that is challenging yet bears
necessary consideration. A similar position has been taken up by Fanon in relation to the
negation of blackness through nonrecognition by whiteness. Is it a wasted effort to fight for
blackness, since that very thing is merely a socially constructed concept that only lives by
virtue of those who give it life? More simply, is the effort that it takes to find agency as an
other in a racialized society a futile one.
It is within this context that a decentering of race is possible. BCD as a phenomenon
of existence is one of those areas, not simply because of its racialized context but because,
here, explicitness of spirit can be present. That spirit is connected to the corporeal history of
African performance, which is where categorical ‘black concert dance’ must be resituated in
order to maintain any sense of validity toward realizing its aesthetic viability. As scholar
Brenda Dixon Gottschild has noted, “[A]ny serious attempt to study Black dance demands a
study of African and New World Cultures” (quoted in Long). BCD does not exist because of
an opposition to whiteness or the mainstream culture, it exists by virtue of where it derives.
BCD exists on the continuum of African-based performance traditions. It relates
simultaneously to both the spiritual and the ontological. Black, however, is stuck in the
perpetual binary of otherness: black or white. I label this “binary” because what it assumes,
based on its creation within the context of a racialized society, is a position of lack or void. In
relation to fine art, black is the darkest color, with no hues that reflect light. As long as black
exists, so does the opposition and binary. With this, black concert dance, though successful
as a kind of “formed” creation, will always exist in alterity.
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A significant question to excavate is the geographical place of origin of black.
Though black as a racial category has been used since the early 1900s, it “lacks”
geographical relevance by itself. It must always be accompanied by a geographical locale or
other identifiers for it to be significant to the society within which it exists, i.e., black
American, black art, black concert dance (or simply black dance). There is an inherent lack
because black is really nonexistent, aside from being a nonreflective color in the spectrum. It
now carries with it a kind of ‘mystique’ through its subversion by generations of African
Americans or African disaporans. The Black Arts Movement of the 1930s and Black
Nationalist Movement of the 1960s and 1970s are examples of such. In these instances, there
has been a great advance. Nevertheless, the identifier stands as a point of contention and
identifier of difference, a created category used to mark a population of people as different
and only valuable as commodity or producers of the valued commodity.
In the history of the development of race in the world, as it applies to those
descendants of enslaved populations in America, terms have been varied (Negro, black,
Afro…). However, the one racial identifier or ethnic category most equivalent to the other
racial designation is African American. African American attempts to verify and validate an
existence based on a geographic place of origin. When in the 1988 presidential debate civil
rights activist Reverend Jesse Jackson insisted on the use of the term “African American,” it
was based on this relationship to a people’s historical descendants. Jackson has said, “This is
deeper than just name recognition. … Black tells you about skin color and what side of town
you live on. African-American evokes discussion of the world” (Wilkerson). I would argue
that the term functions as an ethnic identifier that attempts to reconcile the historical
disruption that the transatlantic slave trade created. It attempts to mend the wounds of
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dispersion that resulted as an effect of the Middle Passage (the horrific journey undergone by
millions of Africans from Continental Africa to the Americas beginning in the seventeenth
century). But, how does it continue on in the arts of African America, if the accepted
category of black continues? Black as a racial distinction fails in locating a people with
history, traditions, and distinct cultures. Black then is merely a frame that contextualizes,
narrowly, an experience of a people. Change the frame, change the view.

“Fugitivism”
I allow Preach R Sun’s fugitivism to alter my contention that a black liberational
spirituality is revealed through the phenomenological aesthetic of the black concert
dance/performance tradition. Preach R Sun defines fugitivism as “the radical process and
praxis of action and expression, a process that requires the individual to find the essence of
their own truth and voice” (Sun).
Sun’s positionality within the scope of my inquiry drastically shifts the ground upon
which my argument and the subject matter comfortably sit. He identifies himself not as an
artist but an “activist using performance art” and further a “conjurer” and “fugitivist” (Sun).
This is important to me, as it functions to dislodge stable constructions of being-ness both
existentially and in relation to the medium, that is black concert dance, toward an ultimate,
necessary, and desired outcome for liberation. As Preach has written, “[I]n order to find the
authentic self, one must cast aside all fear, doubt, and shame; relinquish all standards of
societal expectations—embrace your own power and speak your truth” (Sun). Therefore, the
three points that have guided my investigation of this subject matter are again refocused
around the ‘actions’ of Preach R Sun: (1) the work testifies to the power of black
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embodiment through ongoing performative and aesthetic discourse; (2) the work recognizes
the interplay between the sacred and the secular domains; (3) the legibility of an inherent
spirituality functions as an animating, illuminating, and vital creative force both conscious
and ancestral.
Preach R Sun rejects categorical form to discover a new existence—an involving
journey to the true self through fugitivism. Preach R Sun’s fugitivism enables us to see more
clearly into the possibility of liberation within BCD. That possibility is based on the principle
of function (as discussed in chapter 4 through Reggie Wilson). What is the function of BCD,
or better, why is black concert dance? It has been written in art histories that a major
difference between the “art” of Africa and the West is its function in relation to the
community. The African “art” that sits in the collections of the major museums of the world
are examples of such knowledge. A major exhibition of Kongo art at the Met Museum in
2015, titled Kongo: Power and Majesty, explores “how the talents of Central Africa’s most
gifted artists were directed toward articulating a culturally distinct vernacular of power”
(exhibition catalog). This exhibition, like many others, is arguably one of the most explicit
examples of such a phenomenon. The nkisi figures so powerful and meaningful to their
cultures’ sustained well-being and health are stripped of their power and made available to a
general art-going public, whose interests may not go beyond the visual aesthetic of their
form. Does this devalue their existence, or does it create another layer of significance to their
lives? Does this exhibition and other subsequent exhibitions provide a function for this
public—one that is removed from its original function? Is it perhaps extending the lives of
such “objects?” These queries interest me, as potentially these same questions can be asked
of the work of black concert dance, categorically. A major function of black concert dance,
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categorically, is ontological. Might it ever be viewed as simply movement in space for the
purpose or function of aesthetic appreciation?
The function is to have the opportunity to experience the beauty of the black dancing
body on the concert stage. This is political in a society where the black body itself bears the
marks of negation and otherness, where to simply be present draws attention. To highlight
that existence and display it as a work of art means to make a political gesture of “hereness.”
To then problematize that experience with content that draws focus to that already politicized
body creates an even more substantial statement, one that could be read as re-victimization.
How does one exist in a world that deems you invisible while simultaneously identifying
your skin pigmentation as a marker of difference, and therefore marking your presence
explicitly? This is the dichotomy that makes possible Du Bois’s “double consciousness,” or
the necessary duplicitous existence that further perpetuates a psychosis of societal otherness,
generationally.

“CHRYSALIS (Cry Solace)”
“CHRYSALIS (Cry-Solace)” (2014. See fig. 2) burrows deeply within Sun’s
performance/ritual time as a place of radical agency. And this is where the beauty lies—
where the phenomenological aesthetics shows itself through the effort toward liberation.
“CHRYSALIS (Cry Solace)” “was the reveal, or culminating action of the first series in the
‘One-Man project (The Sermon Series).’ The action was a 2-hour durational work performed
at Grace Exhibition Space (NY)” (Sun).
I knowingly foreground my conceit regarding the beauty that lies within
“CHRYSALIS (Cry-Solace)” despite Preach’s fundamental opposition to such a concern.
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However, this is for the purpose of seeking out ways in which a possible recontextualization
of aesthetic considerations may occur. I am in fact arguing for a beauty through existence and
function—a beauty that lies beneath the surface yet is very palpable to a viewer. This is
maintained through all the artists covered in this dissertation (although Preach vehemently
opposes the categorization of himself as an artist). It is what they are doing that interests
me—what they are doing in, with, and through their work and action.
“Slave Aid” is a section in which Preach makes a Kool-Aid beverage. Loaded with
white sugar, he mixes the red powder drink mix until he is ready to consume it. Once the
mixing is complete, he commences ingesting the beverage. He begins to “down” the drink,
only coming up for air as necessary. Once he has completely finished the sweet red beverage,
he arranges a bucket on the floor in front of him and begins to induce vomiting. The vomiting
starts and continues until he has virtually emptied himself of all the contents he has
previously ingested. The smell is wretched and the sound of his gagging displeasing.
However, somewhere within this action lies a thing of beauty. There is often a certain
amount of nobility that is attributed to one’s martyrdom or the sacrifice of his/her self for a
meaningful cause; it is what many historical legends and myths are built upon. Preach R Sun
offers the opportunity to witness his martyrdom firsthand in this gesture of humility. Is he
noble, or is this action simply “gross” and incomprehensible?
The seeming critique here can be found in relation to the notion of “drinking the
Kool-Aid.” This expression refers to the idea of following something whole-heartedly or
having a deep belief in it. Further, in previous actions, Preach has provocatively referred to
the public as “slaves.” The “slaves” he mentions refer to anyone who blindly follows another,
does not question anything, or does not turn a critical eye to a situation in which they find
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themselves. In this sense we are all “slaves,” as we are all subjected to some kind of
“oppressive” practice governing our lives that we must blindly follow. So, the reference to
“Slave Aid” draws a striking resemblance to the addiction to Kool-Aid, which is ultimately
an addiction to sugar (the necessary added ingredient in Kool-Aid). Further, Kool-Aid is
highly marketed to communities of color, particularly Hispanic and African American
communities (both communities at a close tie for 20 percent of those who consume the drink
according to market research). This marketing reflects a greater issue of the food industry’s
continual marketing of unhealthy foods and products to communities with limited access to
healthier food options, especially those communities whose economic prosperity is highly
affected by the racial injustices in the job market. Preach R Sun’s “Slave Aid,” then, shines
light on issues of food inequities within African American communities and the lack of the
possibility of freedom from this subjugation due in large part to the addictive nature of such
products. In this sense then, Preach’s ingestion and regurgitation of the “Slave Aid” is a clear
rejection of the beliefs attached to this way of life. In another iteration of the “Aid”
phenomenon, he created an image titled “Koon Aid,” (see fig. 3) which is a collage of live
action work, digital imagery, and graphic illustration from his “INTER to EXIT 2014”
action. The “koon” component is a clear critique of the stereotypical “coon” caricature within
American culture, an image of a lazy, subservient black man (Jim Crow Museum website)
described as one who is easily frightened and a disbeliever of white discrimination for which
he is subject.
The beauty of Preach’s “CHRYSALIS (Cry Solace)” is in the endurance of the
action. Often connected to durational performance, endurance here takes a slightly different
variation. It is endurance that causes the most direct assault against the body of the performer
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as it has a level of intensity that is more immediately shocking or, as performance scholar
Roselee Goldberg has written, that bears the “immediate shock of the real” (99). However,
endurance is connected to function. What is the reason for such an act upon one’s own body?
The following text by Frantz Fanon offers a point of clarity in relation to the inherent
function of Sun’s “American Dream Action Play Set,” (ADAPS) the Collective Catharsis.
Fanon writes, “In every society, in every community, there exists, must exist a channel, an
outlet whereby the energy accumulated in the form of aggressiveness can be released. This is
the purpose of games in children’s institutions, of psychodramas in group therapy, and more
generally speaking, of the weekly comics for the young—every society naturally requiring its
own specific form of catharsis” (Fanon 124). The form in this instance is that of “ADAPS.” It
is set up as a game with various “game pieces”; it has players, and it has an objective. The
society in which “ADAPS” exists is both the constructed society of the performance space as
well as the sociocultural society that is American. The aggression that Fanon establishes
within “ADAPS” is that of the oppression upon the black body in this real and artificial
world. The aggression is made palpable through the interaction between Preach and the selfimposed obstacles: the straitjacket, the chain, and the cinderblock. These objects are tangible
metaphors for the struggle to exist in a phenomenon of cyclical systemic oppression. Sun is
physically mired in the routine struggle of both oppression and effort. As he continues round
and round, restrained and dragging along the burden of the cinderblock, his body becomes
absolutely involved in the pressure of the action. He fights to continue along the necessary
toil while the task bears more and more heavily on his body. No relief is possible as the selfimposed struggle has no explicit end and only leads to yet another obstacle of oppression.
Preach R Sun understands the necessary journey toward liberation and faces it head-on
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through the performative constructions of his creating. The action takes us on that journey of
creation toward birth, and in the case of this work, a nearly true birth. However, before we
arrive at that “re”-birth, we must journey through other devastating stages of existence.

“American Dream Action Play Set”
In this respect, “CHRYSALIS (Cry Solace)” takes us on a journey through the
metamorphosis of the black man in a racialized America. By regurgitating pathologies of
existences (“Slave-Aid”), constructing systemic structures of restrictions (“American Dream
Action Play Set”), and finally mounting states of holiness, Preach confronts what is so
visceral in all—the need to completely realize oneself. With “CHRYSALIS (Cry Solace),”
Preach journeys, with the audience in tow, through a trajectory of self-discovery,
transformation, and metamorphosis. For me, the prime mechanism of such a journey is the
“American Dream Action Play Set” (part three of the five-part action of “CHRYSALIS (Cry
Solace).” See image 3). It functions as a bridge, transporting the audience across the murky
terrain of racial self-identification.
Where in the history of blackness is there true freedom? I find this question exploded
in Preach R Sun’s “American Dream Action Play Set.” “ADAPS” exhibits the pathological
perpetuity that undermines and outright disables humanity framed by race. “American Dream
Action Play Set” contains a sawhorse, a straitjacket, and a chain connected at one end to a
cinder block and at the other to Preach’s ankle by a Master Lock. The main “action” of the
“game” is Preach’s repetitive counterclockwise crawl while confined by a straitjacket and
dragging along the cinder block. This action continues for an unknown duration. Throughout,
he is confronted by several people who attempt to break him free from the chain, but only
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after realizing the key has been lost, the efforts intensify. These actions trigger many intense
responses, to which Preach only responds, “You can’t free me; I’ll free myself.”
The game has no objective other than to keep the player active in his pursuit to stay
active. The obstacles of the playset are such that at any time the player can stop, unlock the
chain, and gain freedom. However, the burden of the obstacles seems to be the point of the
play set. This game is psychological and requires a certain amount of self-induced
oppression. However, inside of that oppression lies the truth of the play set: that one can stop
and be set free at any time except that pathology exists as a determinant to the occurrence.
There is an expectation within our racialized society that casts the black man as subjugator of
his own subjection. Nevertheless, the hope of disavowing this relationship has been
discovered by Fanon: “I do not want to be the victim of the Ruse of a black world” (204).
Bound and restricted, Preach is subjected to the extraordinary profanity of subjugation. What
is the spatial and temporal significance in “American Dream Action Play Set”? Within it, the
struggle to survive in an oppressive society is exhibited. The play set is subverted into an
object of oppression while the “player,” transfixed on achieving the object of the game, is
undermined by the futile effort of pathos. The dragging of the cinderblock acts as an
albatross of degradation. However, it is the spatial and temporal duration of this action that
implicates the viewer. The apathetic button is pushed to the point of either refusal or
acceptance. There is no way to be present and be indifferent about what is taking place. Once
the time pushes beyond what is comfortable, one has realized they have already engaged too
long.
A statement, “You can’t free me, I will free myself,” which Preach R Sun screams to
an audience participant trying desperately to free him from his self-restrained chain, holds the
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promise of true liberation. However, there are, unfortunately, external causes to one’s
confinement. Nevertheless, the ideal embedded within such a statement not only shifts the
thinking of those in bondage, the viewer, and the oppressor but also fuels action toward one’s
freedom.
In Haitian Vodou ritual practice, the poto mitan (central pole) (see fig. 4-6) exists as
both a structural and metaphoric connection between the ethereal and terrestrial realms. It is
said that the lwa travel down to the peristyl via this energetic conduit. However, even without
a central structure such as the poto mitan, the significance of the round patterning, created by
the execution of vodouists’ circular pattern in the center of the room, is made clear. The
counterclockwise traveling, also fundamentally present in the Ring Shout (discussed in
chapter 4) creates a dynamic and involutionary sphere/terrain by which the realities of time
and space shift. Through the tactic of counterclockwise circular repetition present within
Preach’s “ADAPS,” time is elongated and extended. The dragging of the cinder block
becomes a physical representation of a struggle with time as it relates to the psychopathology
of American black being-ness. The arduous task of toeing the line of oppression as a black
man in America becomes a futile game of catch, one in which the player can never win due
in large part to the color of his skin and the societal ascriptions of that skin. So, the only hope
is to go within to discover a way that the player can relieve himself of the strain of the
oppression. Ultimately, the struggle of Joseph Campbell’s “Hero’s Journey” is the struggle to
discover one’s true self through a journey within.
The discovery of the self is about dynamism, constant moving, spiraling deeper and
deeper. Like Damballah Wedo, the serpent lwa of eternity, and cosmic counterpart AyidaWedo coiling around, creating, and maintaining the universe by simultaneously ingesting and
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growing, Preach’s involution creates a universe that he seeks to inhabit. So too there exists
the element of temporal and spatial shifting, within the ritual turning, or balancé, by a
godparent of a new Vodou initiate seeking his/her new reality. In this case, however, Preach
is both the subject and the object. His crawling becomes a necessary imposition that he
subjects upon himself for the outcome of liberation. “ADAPS” is like an obstacle course with
the possible objective of metamorphosis and freedom gained from a “pursuit” founded on the
oppression of the societally framed underprivileged. Preach’s action must be durational, as it
must be afforded the time it wants to unravel and enrapture. Durational and endurance-based
performance is often identified synonymously. However, I find a very distinct characteristic
in each that requires separation. In brief, durational performance has more to do with time
and temporality, where endurance-based performance operates more in the realm of space;
however, each owes a debt to the other while still demanding a singular attention. Veteran
performance artist Ernesto Pujol has spoken about durational performance in a way that
resonates very clearly with the work of Preach R Sun.

Durational performance is a form through which TIME is manifested in its original
(natural) purity and brought to the forefront as pivotal to the experience. The
performance is designed so that time, as the primary theme of the piece, physically
affects and mentally transforms the performer, the audience, and space …
Therefore, there is a transgression of consumerism (our passive but entitled,
short attention spanned, consumer identity), in terms of the work’s length (duration),
speed (slowness), silence, observation (perception), introspection, immateriality, and
lack of entertainment. (Ernestopujol.org)
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This statement quite clearly addresses the significance of Sun’s action. Specifically,
embedded within the concept of ADAPS lies a critique or “transgression” of consumerism.
The title alone alludes to this phenomenon. The American Dream … a national ethos that
affirms one’s existence as defined largely by the freedom to achieve what one desires in
relation to family, monetary stability, career achievement. However, this is countered by Sun
in the futility of dragging the cinder block to no destination, or in the insanity of the
straitjacket and necessary restriction of its wearer in this futile exercise. They all point to a
counter intuitiveness and inversion of capitalism—something that offers an alternate
perspective on the ability to achieve and prosper.
Though the point of “ADAPS” may not be primarily to simply alter time, the effect of
the shifting of time does greatly impact the audience’s interaction with and participation in
the action. Additionally, the transformation of “the performer, the audience, and space” very
much parallels the phenomenological shift that occurs within the sacred space of the Haitian
Vodou ritual ceremony, accompanied by the sublime embodiment that is possession. Yvonne
Daniel writes about this shift: “Once all ceremonial elements combine, the notion of time
itself is transformed. Specific time becomes non-specific and relative” (251). What is specific
is that the action functions as a means by which the audience’s expectations are subverted,
rendering one complicit until a breaking point emerges where they decide to stay, depart, or
change the activity. No one can remain apathetic to the action—they must get involved. This
can only effectively occur after the effects of time have worn.
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Performance/Ritual Time
In the dynamism of this duality lies the performance, the act of doing and being. Time
is an interesting phenomenon. It keeps ticking along, awaiting no one. But what occurs in
time, and how does it mark its participant? Time “is no longer something thought, it is
something lived: It is no longer a relation, it is an absolute” (Bergson 40). Time inscribes
upon us the reality and inevitability of change.
We are deeply affected by time, yet so much of what occurs in its passage is missed.
In the actions, the term Preach uses to identify his creative work, temporality, is a key radical
agent endeavoring to work through the pain of the moment in what I will call
performance/ritual time. This I borrow from what in performance art is considered durational
performance (a performance style that depends largely on the unfolding of an action over an
extended period of time). However, what I am attempting to highlight is not necessarily the
form but more the process or context of the phenomenon. My explication on the notion of
performance/ritual time has to deal with the idea that the unfolding of a performance is
undoubtedly linked to a larger ritual of humanity. Not only is this performer—or in the case
of Preach R Sun, conjurer/fugitive—presenting an idea that is constructed and based on
conceptual and perhaps metaphoric ideas, but the idea itself is deeply connected with a
greater communicative desire that can only be revealed in real time. Performance time is
based on an elapsing of real time so that the idea is conveyed in a more “accessible” manner.
For example, a performer walking across the stage in performance time can traverse
significant amounts of time over one and a half to two hours, based on the viewer’s
willingness to accept that truncation through varying theatrical techniques. And, once that
performer has traveled the distance onstage, they may have traveled days, weeks, or months.
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The passage of time in “performance time” is an unspoken agreement. Ritual time
also requires an agreement between “viewer” and “performer”; however, in this instance, the
allowance is more likely on the extension of the established time. For example, within the
ceremonial greeting of the lwa (saluting the lwa) with a Haitian Vodou fêt, the houngan or
manbo, hounsi, and others gather and obtain their necessary sacred tools. They begin the
process of walking counterclockwise around the poto mitan (center pole). They make an
acknowledgment to the four cardinal points turning right then left and ritually bowing or
bending the knees as confirmation of the completion of the task. Then they pour the
appropriate liquid for the lwa at the appropriate spot (either the poto mitan, the drums, the
door, or another designated points in the peristyl). This process continues on until all the
necessary actions had been effectively completed. There is no clock that dictates how long
these actions should occur. Nevertheless, the music from the tambou (ritual drums) continues
on in support of the vodouists and at the appeasement of the lwa. This ritual time is
necessary, as it too is an allowance and understood agreement between all parties.
The necessary convergence here between the performance and the ritual times is the
creation that lies within; it is the duration. However, the duration is calculated by the creation
of what is both performance and ritual time. So, “p/rt” is how one calculates duration. When
one speaks of durational performance, there is the allowance of and agreement on a temporal
shift. The viewer may encounter it for its entirety, or they may witness only parts of it
throughout its complete duration. Nevertheless, the revelation is in the viewing of the entirety
of what is occurring. The climaxes and the voids are all a part of the culminating moment. It
is the relinquishing of expectation in relation to time and to this moment that may instigate
the greatest comprehension of the outcome.
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The significant component of this work is its relation to performance/ritual time––the
temporality of the eternal, not as a concept but as existence. As Kojève writes relationally,
“[E]xistence is essentially change … a temporal entity. On the other hand, there is change
only in Existence—that is, Existence is not only temporal, but Time itself” (103). Therefore,
within Preach’s actions is always the potentiality for change, specifically within himself, but
ultimately within the viewer. The action itself is a phenomenon of existence, one that is
framed by the performance/ritual time of its occurrence.
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Image 1. Preach R Sun in performance. Photograhy, artists own. 2014. Accessed 22 January
2018.
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Image 2. Preach R Sun in performance of “CHRYSALIS (Cry Solace)”. Photograhy, artists
own. 2014. Accessed 22 January 2018.
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Image 3. “KOON-AID.” Digital collage. Preach R Sun. 2014. Accessed 22 January 2018.
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Image 4. Photo of peristyl in Haiti. Photographer and year unknown. Accessed 22 January
2018.
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Image 5.
Photo of Haitian Vodou ceremony in Brooklyn. Photographer, Stephanie Keith. 2007.
Accessed 22 January 2018.
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Image 6. Photo of vodouist around the poto mitan. Photographer and year unknown.
Accessed 22 January 2018.
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Chapter 6
Jawole Willa Jo Zollar: “Womanity”

[T]he butt and the hips swing, not just to dislodge the lines of ballet, but because their
movement is perceived as beautiful, if according to another register of beauty
—Ananya Chatterjea

A black liberational spirituality (BLS) must, in the final analysis, provide a hope and
an affirmation for a generation. It must contain within its function a prime focus on
continuation. It must be never-ending—spirit is plentiful and abundant as long as it is
cultivated. It must, in its aesthetic, elevate form to the place of the necessary. Jawole Willa Jo
Zollar’s classic work “Batty Moves,” confiscates a place for the black woman through “Batty
Moves” and Urban Bush Women (UBW) who “seeks to bring the untold and under-told
histories and stories of disenfranchised people to light through dance… from a womancentered perspective and as members of the African Diaspora community in order to create a
more equitable balance of power in the dance world and beyond”
(www.urbanbushwomen.org). With that, Jawole Willa Jo Zollar constructs a black
liberational spirituality grounded in inclusivity and collectively—a “womanity.”
The implication within this focus is the question of what becomes necessary for the
promulgation of such a concern. Alternately, what is the necessary ingredient to the promise
of continuation/generation and inclusivity/collectivity? I focus on the notion of spirituality as
a oneness with nature and the necessary cyclical reciprocation of requesting and offering as a
balance. In this respect, the inclusive and collective space of UBW becomes a kind of request
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to the dancers who in turn offer their complete selves to the process as an act crafting the
phenomenological aesthetics of a black liberational spirituality. In this way, the art, the
dance, in question must play an essential role in this process. That role is solidly based in
ritual, and the art itself becomes the “stage” upon which this function may occur.

Cyclical Reciprocity
In 1994, Urban Bush Women artistic director and choreographer Jawole Willa Jo
Zollar created a work titled “Batty Moves” (see fig. 1). The work was inspired by three main
sources: (1) a desire to fuse the two dance worlds that had a major influence over her,
African and Western (modern and ballet) dance; (2) that of Saartjie Baartman (also known as
Sarah Baartman and Venus Hottentot. See fig. 2.), the South African Khoikhoi woman who
had been brought to Europe in the nineteenth century and ultimately displayed as a sideshow
act due to the large size of her buttocks; (3) the question “How and where [do] we see
beauty?” (Urban Bush Women 2007). In a 2007 stage introduction of the work, Jo Zollar
states to the women in the audience, “If you’ve ever been told that your butt is too big, ‘Batty
Moves’ is a celebration of you” (Urban Bush Women 2007).
The articulation of the pelvis is more than a dance movement. It proposes a world of
both aesthetics and purpose—form and content. It exists in the space of acceptance and
subversion. Jo Zollar’s “Batty Moves” is a work that explicitly confronts these two longargued philosophical subjects with both lightness and frankness. The name of the work is
taken from a Jamaican term for a woman’s posterior. It is both object and action at the same
time: (the) batty moves—a dispossessed collection of actions that the rear end performs;
(my) batty moves—a possessed object affirmed by what is possible with the rear end.
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UBW’s explanation of the work tends toward the latter, aligning it with the agency of the
person to whom the “batty” belongs. Jo Zollar has said of the work, “Women moving their
hips is the most natural thing in the world” (Urban Bush Woman video). It talks about the
strength and gentleness of femininity all in the single action of a hip rotation. Further, it
conjures a response to the aesthetic question that Jo Zollar raises regarding that part of the
black female’s body.
In the opening section of the dance, during which a chant and chorus dance titled
“Big Mama” is performed, the women begin to craft a mythology around the “batty” with
“Big Mama” as the heroine. “Big Mama” embodies the function of the manbo of the Haitian
Vodou peristyle. She officiates and organizes the structural action of the ceremony while
simultaneously being an active participant. Like the manbo, “Big Mama” is a phenomenon of
depth and sensitivity. Further, the beauty of “Big Mama” seems to be her concern; liberation
is embedded within the ability and agency to celebrate the “batty.” In one of the many chant
variations sung for “Big Mama,” one of the performers, with choral support from the others,
sings in a New Orleans second-line-style rhythm, “Big Mama” here, big mama there, lord big
mama, you’re everywhere” (Urban Bush Woman video 2007). Relatedly, the energetic
presence of “Big Mama” is not only that she is fully embodied within herself but also that her
spirit embodies. So, when the performers turn to the audience and encourage them to
participate by chanting, “Come on big mamas all over the land, let’s get together and take a
stand,” they are ultimately calling to action the masses to join forces and affirm their right to
be. This is not only a call to action but also structurally a call and response: when the call is
made, the “Big Mamas” in the audience stand and cheer, making their presence known to the
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performers. Breaking the fourth wall allows for the circle of inclusion to be activated. In this
way, call and response exists as an evident cyclical reciprocity.
In relation to Haitian Vodou, the petition for the blessing of the lwa as permission to
move forward in a healthy society is matched by the offering of the conscious body to the
lwa through spirit possession; a process that occurs through the temporary displacement of a
vodouist’s gwo bon anj (large guardian angel). Specifically, a ritual blessing that may occur
upon the beckoning of Ogou (a lwa associated with war, metal, and justice), when petitioned,
makes his presence furiously known with the anxiety of a warrior. One possible act that he
performs is pouring rum upon the ground in a libational act and setting aflame the spot upon
which he has initially blessed. From there, the present vodouist is called to him. They greet
him with the appropriate gestures, and he walks them over and through the sacred fire he has
created. He fortifies their spirit and affirms their request and their relationship. This may
continue as others greet Ogou. In this sacred performative act, we can understand the concept
of cyclical reciprocation. The notion of loss and gain is exemplified through the offering of
the rum to Ogou, the pouring of the rum and the receiving of the blessing from the lwa. This
relationship between the vodouist and the lwa is verified by the presence of the lwa through
spirit possession.
Within the area of linguistics, the notion of performativity is explained as an
utterance—an act of uttering. If “saying something is doing something,” as is explained in
the linguistics of J. L. Austin, then the cyclical reciprocity is actually functioning as a “call
and response.” The appearance of Ogou, in this instance, functions as the call, and his
blessing of the vodouists is the response. The songs are sung, the actions performed, prayers
are enacted, and what finally must occur is the response to the vodouists’ request, the
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appearance of the lwa; this is the response to the call upon which the present members have
made to the spiritual realm known as Guinen. Analogously, it is the “fill-in-the-blank”
moment. In an introduction of “Batty Moves” to the audience, Jo Zollar sets up various
scenarios where the audience instinctively fills in the blank with the expected word or phrase
that verifies their active presence in the theater. Leaving the space for the response is not
only an invitation but also an expectation that their participation as an audience member is
active.
Within the context of a BLS, where the artist/performer is the bearer of such spiritual
vitality, the artist/performer stands to lose a part of that spirit with each performance—as an
offering, indeed; however, a loss nonetheless. The preparation that has gone into the creation,
framed by small losses during each rehearsal (the giving up of material in the effort to
discover what best reveals the “truth” of a subject), is itself an existence in loss and gain.
However, it is indeed matched by gain. The inevitable assurance that accompanies the
sharing of the “work,” is exemplified by the spontaneous affirmations from the public. No
artist is more familiar with this than Jo Zollar. This is different from the “expected” and
anticipated applause at the completion of a presentation. This “call and response” occurs as
an immediate response to the activities underway. It is a gesture of approval, an
acknowledgment of the expended energy, and even a revitalization of the loss that potentially
occurs during this process.

Isolation Is Liberation
Zollar has noted, “The whole body is a part of creative expression. And in certain
[dance] forms, the pelvis area was diminished in terms of having movement.” Her 1994
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“Batty Moves” was initially viewed as subversive in that it boldly showcased women of color
and of varying shapes and sizes unapologetically reveling in showing off and shaking their
butts. The dance embraces that body part using African, Afro-Caribbean, reggae, and other
dance forms and styles. It is fun and pointedly liberating and became one of the company’s
signature works for a time. “We embrace that liberation … The movement of the pelvis is
just a very natural thing. It’s not questioned. That for me is an important part of how we
approach the body and how we approach movement” (Traiger, Lisa ).

Liberation is deeply embedded within the UBW choreographic philosophy as
witnessed through the belief that “the whole body is part of creative expression.” In most
African and African diasporic dance forms, the knowledge of bodily isolation is present. The
isolation of body parts is a facility of embodiment that emphasizes the imminent power that
resides in singular body parts; this power also exists within a BLS. Western society has
created a way in which expressive embodiment must be restrained and contained. It is the
body’s historical relationship with Victorianism as a social order and Puritanism as a
religious one that cast a lasting shadow over what a body is allowed. In relation to classical
ballet, which is greatly influenced by early traditions of restraint, either through attire or
societal norms, the body has been inscribed with this knowledge of restraint and minimalism
(as action rather than as a visual art movement, though some similarities may exist).
The technique of isolation allows each part of the body to be significant. To know, as
Katherine Dunham discovered in her research, that every part of the body should be able to
move independently and freely from the next. This is a primary base in Dunham’s technique,
which is largely gathered from her work in Afro-Caribbean dance, specifically that of Haitian
dance. In the case of Jawole, that notion is taken and promoted through the thinking of the
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creative expressivity of the whole body: “the whole body is part of the creative expression.”
This is the liberator. The shoulder may have as much importance as the leg, the head as much
as the foot, the voice as much as the eyes, and on ad infinitum. Further, this levels the playing
field as it relates to each member of UBW. Each woman is unique, adding a special
something that is able to flourish due in large part to the democratizing of the body—its
freedom to be.
With the consideration of my thesis in regards to Haitian Vodou possession as a
sublime embodiment, the aforementioned bodily inscription has grounds for contention. In
Haitian Vodou, there is the expectation that the body should be free, receptive, and
expressive as it is a means to and vessel for the lwa. This is deeply aligned with the spiritual
practice and belief in spirit manifestation as it exists within an African spiritual
epistemology. The saying “A closed mouth doesn’t eat” can be translated in this regard to “A
repressed body does not express.” Or, as choreographer Erick Hawkins has said within his
dance philosophy, “[T]ight muscles do not feel.” The black body has suffered greatly and
doubly from overt oppressions upon it, either through the experience of the slave economy
and industry or the present-day infractions of abuse of power by “hegemonic forces.” And as
Nadine George-Graves points out regarding the black female, a triple abuse upon the black
female body can be assessed (39).
“Banda” is an Afro-Haitian dance and part of the musical repertoire of Haitian
Vodou. It is played for the Guede family of spirits—those spirits who represent the realm of
the dead. The dance is performed in a deep squat while circling the pelvis. The vodouist who
is mounted by the Guede performs a forward thrust with a pelvic contraction and release
while the drums accompany each action with a staccato emphasis. Guede “wines” (an
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exaggerated circle of the pelvis) and thrusts with defiance. The accentuations and
articulations mark each breakbeat of the Banda with a verboseness that speaks clearly to its
subversive objective, embodying the “ugly” side of society so profoundly that its message of
dissatisfaction cannot be ignored. Through an overt focus on sex and procreation, Guede’s
presence confirms the fear that all living beings will ultimately face—death. However, what
one realizes, particularly with the presence of Brav Guede Nibo, is that death is not so scary.
He in particular, when mounting an individual of any gender, is playful, fun loving, and kind
of a “know it all.”
With similar interests, scholar Ananya Chatterjea has written about this
subversiveness in relation to “Batty Moves.” “The subversive practice in Batty Moves … is a
distinctive embodiment of the intentionally equivocating signification we see so often in
black literary and cultural practice” (Chatterjea 461).

We might describe synchronic signifying as a response in the performative moment:
like the rise from the perfectly executed plié with swaying hips and curving butt,
rewriting rules of linear alignment. Diachronic signifying might be described as an
ironical dialogue with, not just a recalling of, moments in history or historical
predecessors. I see the “scoot back” move as a typical example of this, where Zollar
invokes the construction and history of the Hottentot Venus and as if in conversation
with her, flaunts that fetishized body part in our faces. These tropes layer one another
and point to the many levels at which Batty Moves functions. Throughout the piece,
in fact, the (mis)placement of the butt and hips at key points effects a displacement
of critical focus and exposes fissures in concepts of the purity of origins, whether at
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the level of racial histories or at the level of body aesthetic and dance technique.
(Chatterjea 463)

Chatterjea’s analysis offers a profound grounding in realizing the depths of subversion at
play. It is significant that a work such as “Batty Moves,” which could be written off as mere
vulgarity (as some works in the early years of black dance had been—see John Martin’s early
reviews of Dunham), can maintain a high position of deep embodied research. Such a
position realizes “Batty Moves” and black concert dance, generally, as a phenomenologically
based metaphysics within a Heideggerian scope and through the phenomenological aesthetics
communicated in the work and through the black female body. In the final analysis, “the butt
and the hips swing, not just to dislodge the lines of ballet, but because their movement is
perceived as beautiful, if according to another register of beauty. Another aesthetic is in place
here—as a matter of choice, with full knowledge of the other possibilities” (Chatterjea 464).

“Womanity”—A Repossession
How and where do we see beauty? With those two prompts as a starting point,
aesthetics is immediately confronted. “Batty Moves” begins a journey of redefining the
beautiful. In this way, Zollar turns the focus to what is alive and in motion: the body. More
specifically, the point of departure is the buttocks. The basic argument looks again at a body
part that has been so fetishized. From the historical experience of Sarah Baartman to “Batty
Moves” and UBW, there is a reclamation and reconciliation that occurs. The reconciliation is
not necessarily with the arbitrators of the initial insult; instead, it is with the community that
has been most offended. A line from a performers’ rap states, “It took a little while but I’m
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finally here, now I see the glory of these thighs, and I really understand why my hips [are] so
wide … and I ain’t ashamed of what I got, come from Sarah B, Venus Hottentot” (BRIC TV
2011). The reconciliation exists within the acknowledgment of the previous work to devalue
her and her body. In regards to “Batty Moves,” it could be argued that through this process
alone she is able to come to this moment. This ritualized moment of reconciliation and selfacceptance becomes a moment of catharsis. Not a catharsis from the outside in but from the
inside out. The performers’ process of dancing and rapping through this moment is the
symbolic occurrence that enables a liberation. Further, her body becomes the site by which
this moment is solidified. So again, the confiscation of space and time for the black female
body is reified through the medium of performance and more specifically through that of Jo
Zollar’s UBW. As Chatterjea writes, “[I]n constantly taking movements from mainstream
dance styles and ‘soiling’ them, so to speak, from under, she plays with established cultural
and aesthetic concepts and repeatedly inserts her presence into them in a way that demands
their redefinition, and implies concurrent questionings of American identities” (465). This is
possession, a self-possession that functions to “redefine” one’s presence and to
simultaneously problematize and simplify existence. This possession is the possession that
occurs in how Judith Butler describes the female becoming woman; the spirit of the black
woman and femininity in its broadest and most inclusive sense is discovered and reclaimed
simultaneously through recognition and acceptance. Though the performativity of gender
does exist here, through its presentation as a performance, it is something more, something
archetypal that comes through the collective unconscious. It is that which enables the
differentiation between the various Erzulies—houses of female spirits with various natures—
of Haitian Vodou; it is an acquainting of oneself with the spirit that resides within.
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In America, the image of the “Big Mama” has been greatly abused. From the negative
depictions of the jovial and self-denying “mammy” of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
to the popular images on film, the black woman has been under the oppressive “boot” of
white patriarchy. UBW’s “Big Mama” is not that. She exists in the spirit of “womanity.” She
is a fully formed and realized woman. She appears in metaphor, through complex movement
phrases, through the energy of the dancers’ commitment and deviation to the tale of her woes
and triumphs. The rhythms that invoke and accompany her appearance are at times subtle
and at others pounding and profound. The stomps are sure-footed, the “calls” piercing, and
the hand-clapping clear and with intricate simplicity. What does this do? It inspires, it
awakens, it beckons the spirit’s arrival.
Like the kasé of the Vodou tambou, which functions to break the rhythm pattern that
makes space for the entrance of the lwa, it all begets a ritual of identity and belonging. Zollar
maintains that “BM” is a “celebration.” “BM” has the capacity to be both celebratory and
ritualistic. Though it has no explicit religious overtures, aside from Forte’s reference to the
“god above,” it is a rite of the spirit of beauty, femininity, and “womanity.” That “womanity”
has to deal, in large part, with the necessity to recognize the atrocity that befell Sarah
Baartman and to offer her a place and space of retribution—a space and place where she
would see herself and where other women and young girls can see themselves and know that
their existence is not at the behest of patriarchy.
I am presenting “womanity” as a continual process of making space and place for
others, particularly black women who have fallen victim to the atrocity of white patriarchy.
Can it be said that this concept is directly connected to the biology of the woman? That a
child is cultivated in the womb of a woman and given to the world through the birthing
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process. In that, there is the spatial phenomenon—a yielding of a woman’s body for the
nourishment and maturation of all humanity. Can it also be argued that any notion of
possession, spiritual or otherwise, has its origin in this biological fact of childbirth? Though it
is common knowledge within traditional African spiritual epistemologies that the “head” is
where spirit manifests, I would like to offer the perspective that it is born in the belly, where
intuition resides. It is a common saying to “trust one’s gut” when it comes to matters of
which a person is unsure, or where an idea yearns to be born. Through the trusting of one’s
“gut” or being sensitive to the feeling of one’s belly, what can be discovered is a more
authentic and telling truth. Within the ancient eastern esoteric teachings of the chakra, which
in Sanskrit means “wheel” and refers to the various energy points of the body, the sacral or
second chakra, located approximately two fingers below the belly button, is connected to
intuition. This is also where creativity, sexuality, and empowerment are harnessed. The sacral
area is deeply connected to the pleasurable desires of humanity. So, the notion of trusting
one’s “gut” in relation to the sacral chakra is very relevant. Further, the intuitiveness that is
developed in this area through the cultivation of the creative drive in relation to
consciousness and the manifestation of spirit is a key consideration to be made in connection
to Jo Zollar’s work with the lower reaches, root (first chakra) and sacral, of the body. Her
work, particularly in “Batty Moves,” is primarily focused in this area. The intuitive work that
is being created is a new and affirmed sense of being and belonging to one’s own body. As
Ruth White writes regarding the sacral chakra, “[T]he attributes … lead out from those of the
root, building on, and blending with them. When there has been ‘good enough’ nurturing and
grounding for the root chakra, one of its gifts to the sacral is the quality of security” (White
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43). “Womanity” is a new idea about humanity, a creative and empowerment collaboration
between sensation and consciousness—a sensing and becoming.

Encourage Vision, Inspire Community
“To encourage vision is our work … [it] means that we have to really listen and support
in a different way” (artist’s website). Being responsive to the needs of the community as it
deals directly with the needs and concerns of women of color choreographers, UBW, more
than any other company, has supported and shown a longstanding commitment to this work.
What I am interested in with Jo Zollar and UBW is the quest to chart new territory regarding
one’s presence in dance. “I began by being very interested in the ‘un-balleted’ body … that
had very specific training and articulation but then could shed.” Her commitment is to
growth and to the liberation that is inherent in the investigation in such a process.
In an interview, she addresses the notion of “seeming” spontaneity through the rigor
of practice. Jo Zollar states, “What I want for people when they see my work is to think we
completely made it up on the spot and that it completely just comes out of that moment”
(website source). This for me speaks to the cultivation of the spirit of creation—the
possessive power of presence and preparation. Similar to the preparations made for the
hopeful arrival of the lwa, this moment is marked by a certain clarity of form and purpose.
Though it occurs within the peristyl, the actual arrival of the lwa can indeed be an arduous
process; nevertheless, once the presence is made, the nature of its being is effortless. It is as if
it has always been waiting to appear. This I can argue relates to the experience of the
presentation of form within the choreographic work of Jo Zollar. The effortlessness of form
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is a sustained practice of being—in the body where all limitations are transcended through
the ongoing commitment to development.
I argue that the notion of “creating a forum,” which George-Graves addresses in
relation to UBW’s community-engagement work, is steeped in liberation. The ability to
gather people around a subject with as varied points of view as there are people and create an
open space to discuss freely such topics as hair, body types, race, and gender is a gift of
mastery, a mastery that has its reward not in singular praise but in a collective appreciation
for the work that is done collaboratively. Jo Zollar is “possessed” with the spirit of
leadership. That spirit manifests through her, her work, and UBW as a project. This
leadership is the promise of a future for black women in the arts and the communities she is
connected with, but also with people in general. As the black female civil rights activist
Fannie Lou Hamer has said, “Nobody’s free until we’re all free.” This quote is apropos to Jo
Zollar and UBW. Any contact with the work makes you very aware that though this work is
made for the attention of black females, we all benefit from its message of liberation
embedded within. Like the great maternal lwa of the seas, La Siren, who shares her love with
the multitudes. The bounty that she carries, which is the richness and depths of the ocean, is
beneficial to all the fish, the birds above, and the humans that encounter her divinity. There is
no end to the gifts that are provided by UBW, because like the ocean and its deep depths,
there is still much to discover.
The commitment to this process of discovery occurred when the company took a
hiatus in the 1990s to reorganize and better actualize its mission and purpose. A black
liberational spirituality must be cultivated, and part of that cultivation comes in the form of
offering. What we can offer is the response to the call to see beyond the limitations that offer
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us comfort—to continue to expand the boundaries of the assumed, particularly as it has to do
with our expectation of the black female.
Jo Zollar and UBW make a very clear case that the artist is the work and the work is
the artist. To separate the two is to do a disservice to what it means to be a creative
individual. Departmentalizing the efforts of affecting positive social change, developing a
holistic approach to working, and continuing the legacy of the foreparents from whom the
gift of artistic purpose has been endowed would be a disrespect to the African spiritual
culture from which much of her work derives as it potentially undermines the
interconnectedness of all parts. Primary to African-based spiritual ceremonial practice is the
pouring of libation—the act of pouring water or alcohol to offer thanks and honor the
ancestors who have preceded one’s life. Those ancestors may or may not be related by blood,
but each has a specific impact on one’s current presence. This tradition is brilliantly
exemplified in the work of Jo Zollar and UBW. It honors and gives thanks to her foreparents
and asks that she continue to pass it along to maintain the continuum. “Batty Moves” is
reverential as it works to counter and undo a legacy of denial and annihilation of the body of
black women for centuries, explicitly reaffirming the black female body in dance. “Batty
Moves” itself is “possessed” with the spirit/energy of appreciation and love.

Why Haitian Vodou? It offers a geographic point of departure in the Western
Hemisphere where Africanist epistemology is centered. It is Haiti’s identity and achievement
as the first free black nation, and its practice of Vodou enables us to see an African-centered
spirituality as the means that catalyzed an effective liberation movement and undermined
preexisting hegemonic systems. Additionally, and in relation to Jo Zollar, UBW, and a
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feminist perspective, as per bell hooks, Haitian Vodou as a “creation spirituality replaced a
patriarchal spirituality rooted in notions of fall and redemption. In Hinduism, Buddhism,
Voudoun, and diverse spiritual traditions women found images of female deities that allowed
for a return to a vision of goddess-centered spirituality” (hooks 106). This is particularly
relevant here as a manbo, the priestess, maintains a central role in Haitian Vodou. Largely, a
manbo officiates ceremonies and rites of initiation; Lwa Manbo Ayizan is the mother of the
initiation rites. Historically, it is the ceremony, Bwa Kayiman, held at the glade of the Red
Mountain, August 14, 1791, when an attending manbo, Cécile Fatiman, was possessed with
Erzulie Dantor, the female patron of Haitian Vodou, that forged what would be the successful
defeat of French forces liberating the country and thus freeing the enslaved African
populations of Saint-Domingue through a sacrificial oath offered by Boukman, the officiating
priest.
In light of the relationship between Haitian Vodou and Zollar’s “Batty Moves,” it
would be more appropriate to align Zollar’s work with that of writer Alice Walker’s
Womanism. Coined as a term to mean a “black feminist or feminist of color,” a “womanist,”
is a “woman who loves other women, sexually and/or nonsexually. Appreciates and prefers
women’s culture, women’s emotional flexibility … and women’s strength. … Committed to
survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female. Not a separatist, except
periodically, for health. … Loves music. Loves dance. Loves the moon. Loves the Spirit. …
Loves struggle. Loves the folk. Loves herself. Regardless. Womanist is to feminist as purple
is to lavender” (Walker xii).
The term expresses the specificity of culture in relation to a black woman’s
perspective on the world, a perspective not only framed by one’s gender but also by one’s
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race. Within the above quote, the mention of “women’s strength” is poignantly relevant.
“Batty Moves,” as a confiscation of space for the black women, reflects deeply through its
phenomenological aesthetics the “strength” of women. The costuming of the six women
conveys both strength and flexibility. All uniformed in black sports bras and shorts, with a
contrasting colored shirt wrapped around their waists, they embody, outwardly, a grounded
ruggedness ready to simultaneously confront oppressive narratives, uplift positive
constructions of personhood and “play” in the constitutive temporal and spatial environment
created through chant and dance. The women of “BM” are complete in their ideological
formation. They are, in all ways, girls, mothers, women, and ladies affirmed and repossessed.
Through this work, Zollar allows for an embracing of “ways of moving that many African
American women were and still are taught to deny. For those fortunate black women who
have not been subject to this, she further affirms the aesthetic value, clearing the way for the
next generation of black women to look at their bodies in a new, affirmative manner” (Urban
Bush Women, George-Graves 36).
“Batty Moves” then makes it probable that if we can say that the lwa are a pantheon
of embodied spiritual energies nurtured within the bodies of the vodouists, then the part of
the body that is deeply engaged with the faculties of nurturing, the belly, must have some
relationship with the spiritual construction of those spiritual forces, and, thusly, placing the
woman is an essential figure in this phenomenon due to her biological faculities as a woman.
Within Vodou spirituality, it is said that the head/mind is where the lwa physically manifests.
It is with the capacity to allow the mind to construct and recall the image of the lwa through
the collective imagination of the community from which it resides. It is the mind that
cognates the spiritual information garnered through the eyes and ears and transmitted through
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the extremities. This is the mind function of the brain. From there, the manifestation of the
deity is cognized and physicalized. Nevertheless, by accepting the central and biological
reality of the “womb” as the place where all life is cultivated and from which it is born, I
offer that, yes, the lwa is cognized in the mind, but the spirit is born in the “belly,” the lower
reproductive realm of the body.
Within the HV tradition there is the mange-tête, which is explained as a feeding of the
head of the initiate. This process of feeding the spirit occurs through ways that are not only
oral and aural but also physical. The food provided the initiate during the process of initiation
nourishes the body, mind, and soul, and ultimately fortifies the spirit (lwa). It works in an allinclusive manner to encourage the strength of the initiate and the lwa as well. Its function is
to make the “horse,” the vodouist, strong and capable of carrying the lwa while in a state of
possession. The feeding of the body is ultimately the nourishing of the initiate and deity in
totality, growing the body and mind for the spirit (lwa). The “food” is processed through the
digestive system and made useful for all the functions of the body. Life, that is spiritual
energy, is made possible through the benefit of feeding, not just one’s head but also one’s
“belly.” In this process, as explained earlier regarding the energetic points of the chakra
system, the sacral region, must be taken into greater consideration regarding the possibility of
possession of spirit.
I believe strongly that the space or community of UBW is characteristically similar. It
is the intangible space of dance/performance that nourishes the mind, body, and soul of each
dancer, allowing the spirit to be explicitly present in the body and space. It is a space of
cultivation of new ideas and methods of discovery. It is a yielding space of “womanity,”
where ideas are engaged with a commitment of equity and individual and communal
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liberation. UBW as a project considers the consistent perpetuity of mentorship. Out of this
organization, heralded as a collective voice, the individual is born. That individual, however,
maintains a connectedness to its source. Essential to their work is the practice of “community
engagement.” Community engagement is held in the highest regard, and UBW has generated
a guide that outlines their approaches to working in a community. UBW defines “community
engagement” in the following way,

Community Engagement work is about an environment of exchange where learning
occurs while Urban Bush Women facilitates a process of community identified
change. Community Engagement happens by invitation from the host organization to
the visiting artist or organization. The primary focus is collaborative learning that
addresses or celebrates issues of concern by the host community and Urban Bush
Women. Shared ownership of what takes place is essential. In order to have a
collaborative environment of mutual learning and shared ownership, community
engagement requires extensive planning with a partner and/or community
representative, documentation and evaluation, mutually articulated goals and next
step planning. (Bormann and Campt).

This work is exemplified explicitly through the interaction of the dancers in “Batty Moves,”
as each has his/her “say” about his/her own unique relationship with his/her body and his/her
femininity. His/her community engagement work begins in the company and reverberates
outwardly to the engaged community.
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In the ancestral lineage that is black concert dance as a cultural continuum, Zollar’s
confiscation of a place for the black woman through “Batty Moves” and Urban Bush Women
as a community engagement project firmly positions and directly aligns her and her work
with the work of the matriarchs Dunham and Primus. As a cultural movement, Dunham’s
“Shango” and Primus’s “Fanga” and “Hard Time Blues” have spawned generations of
dancer/performers who “continue the legacy” or “grow the field,” as David Driskell
challenges, of connecting the past to the present through performance art and the performing
arts. The movements fuel the generations, creating a deep well that encounters the African
continent and its diaspora. Zollar and UBW are the manifestation of the ancestral promise of
continuation and regeneration of the cultural legacy of black concert dance as a black
liberational spirituality. The black female body is central in its positioning as a medium
through which the promise of this continuation may occur. The confiscation of the space by
the black female body is not one of alienation and exclusion; it is the embodiment of
inclusivity and engagement for a place of equity and affirmation. The phenomenological
aesthetics of Jawole Willa Jo Zollar’s “Batty Moves” is possession and repossession as
creative expressivity through the body of the black woman in her totality. At this place—that
is, the black woman’s body—we can see the full manifestation of a black liberational
spirituality actively functioning within dynamic form.
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Image 1. Urban Bush Women in “Batty Moves.” Photo Urban Bush Women. Date unknown.
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Image 2. Illustration of Saartjie Baartman “Sarah Baartman.” Science Photo Library, 2016.
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Image 3. Urban Bush Women dancers in “Batty Moves” acknowledging the “Big Mamas” in
the audience. Photo Urban Bush Women. Date unknown.
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Chapter 7
“how to survive a plague:”
A Ceremony of Black Queer Intimacy (Brother(hood) Dance!)

Without gatekeepers, there is no access to the other worlds
-- Sobonfu Somé

Black men loving Black men is THE revolutionary act
-- Marlon Riggs

We have to be the thing. We are the thing
-- Hunter and Valentine

Ironic that dance, my ticket to assimilation, my way of amusing then winning acceptance by
many of us who have followed the same steps, were now my passage back home.
“Tongues Untied”

There has been a significant amount of space in this dissertation given to the concept
of a radical blackness through the works of artists that fill these pages, its relation to
performance, specifically dance. I continue on that journey of realizing the radical through
dance/performance and a black liberational spirituality with the work “how to survive a
plague,” (see image #1) created in 2017 by Brother(hood) Dance! artists Orlando Hunter and
Ricarrdo Valentine. The main objective of this endeavor is the focus on the possible
liberation of the black subject through dance/performance. My effort is to focus my attention
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on artistic works that both exemplify and embody liberation in their work. I have argued
toward a black liberational spirituality, as an ontological embodiment, is revealed through the
phenomenological aesthetics of the black concert dance/performance tradition. In this
chapter, I turning my attention to Brother(hood) Dance! and their “how to survive a plague.
" Specifically, what I explore in this chapter, is the explicit embodied presence of black
queerness within the frame of black concert dance/performance. Considering the black queer
experience is significant as it adds an intersectional dimension and resonance to the subject
matter of black liberation. Black queerness is a reality that is often omitted from discourses
around black liberation particularly concerning black dance due in large part to homophobia.
The instance where the presence of black queerness is included, there is an underlying
discomfort about the subject matter and the queer individuals who have played a significant
role in the histories of the black liberation movement. Examples of such disavowal of the
African American homosexual exists in the black liberation texts and discourses of Amiri
Baraka, Frances Cress Welsing, and Eldridge Cleaver. While on the other hand, figures like
James Baldwin make the connections between homosexuality and the black liberation
movement very much seamlessly interconnected. How does black queerness discover a space
of agreement or disagreement with black subjectivity within the context of the black concert
dance/performance tradition? This inquiry will be addressed within the body of this chapter.
However, what must be considered first is how the work agrees with the three main points of
my argument.
“How to survive a plague” reveals, within its form, content, and context, its profound
relevance in relation to my research subject. The work foregrounds the power of black
embodiment through performativity and its aesthetics through an explicit black queerness.
Next,
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“how to survive a plague reveals the interplay between the sacred and the secular domains.
Lastly, there is an inherent spirituality functioning as an animating, illuminating and vital
creative force consciously and ancestrally is called upon through the incorporation of Vodou
aesthetic that secures an Africanist worldview within its composition.
“How to survive a plague" premiered on October 20, 2017, and was made possible, in
part, by the Danspace Project 2016-17 Commissioning Initiative with the mission of
“contextualiz[ing] contemporary dance and performance practices and histories” (HoustonJones, Rawls, and Coan, “Lost and Found”). The event, curated by Ishmael Houston-Jones
and Will Rawls, was titled, “Lost and Found: Dance, New York, HIV/AIDS, Then and
Now.” The Brothers, as they are affectionately known and referred, state the work to be,
an interdisciplinary meditation on the artistic generational gap between those lost
in the global epidemic, AIDS. Brother(hood) Dance! investigates who survives
and whose stories are told during and the afterlife. This work will explore the
methods of healing, care-giving, and living testimonies by creating an intentional
space with sound, movement, and aroma. This ritualistic experience will venerate
the Black African bodies that were exiled from the urgency of care and shunned
by their communities and government. How do we connect this work (how to
survive a plague) as a reverential gesture to lost ancestral artistic
dreams? (www.bhooddance.com/new-page-3)
There are several points of intention from their statement that will guide my analysis along
the way concerning a black liberational spirituality and the work’s phenomenological
aesthetics. My interests concerns how the phenomenological aesthetics are revealed in
the work? The following points from their statement below provide hints to the revelation of
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the phenomenological aesthetics of black liberational spirituality. Further, the investigations
will provide for the reader an opportunity to encounter an alignment between the three points
of my research and the work itself.

Ritual #1: The Meeting of Life and Death
The work opens with the section which I call Ritual #1, the names of many of black
and brown, men and women are projected onto a wall superimposed over a Guede vèvè (see
image #2) (lwa family of the afterlife). More specifically, the vèvè present is that of the
Baron Samedi (see image #3). The Baron is the lord of the cemetery, who in his dual nature
of being present in the here and now with the living and in the afterlife with the dearly
departed, as symbolized through his skeletal face often painted with one side white and the
other black (or some variation thereof), rules over the liminal space of life and death with
much authority and elegance. Though not painted, Valentine embodies the Baron. He
conjures an opening of the way with three strikes upon the floor, marking the start of the
journey through this massive work of pain, intimacy, and growth. While he signals the
commencement of this grand intimate ceremony with his presence and the striking of his
umbrella cum walking stick, Hunter, embodying Esu, the great divine messenger of the
crossroads of the Yoruba pantheon whose primary responsibility is to act as a liaison between
devotees (humans) and other Orisha of the pantheon. Hunter greets and welcomes the viewer
through a markedly sly and suggestive vocal gesture of self-identification and warmth so
indicative of a great master of ceremony. Looking down from the balcony above, he shouts,
“Bonswa, good evening ladies and gentlemen. Je m’appelle, Esu! I’m looking quite sexy
tonight.” Valentine continues through seeming physical incantations that conjure the spirit of
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the space as the names of the deceased continue to scroll and Esu, Orlando, continues his
greeting.
Paramount to African spiritual ritual is the element of conjure, or the calling up of the
forces, energies, and spirits needed to ensure the efficacy of the ritual. In the West and West
Central African-derived spiritual tradition of Haitian Vodou and many others that exist as
branches of the ancient systems (West African Vodun, Ifa/Fa/Afa), there is a primary lwa
(spirit) that is summoned. That spirit in Haitian Vodou is Papa Legba Atibon. Legba is the
spirit/ lwa of the gates, portals, crossroads. He is a “threshold” spirit. He grants vodouisant
permission and access to the other lwa of the pantheon. Conjuring and appeasing Legba is
essential for any ritual requiring direct communication and participation of spirits. To
proceed with the communication, Legba must be rightfully and genuinely placated with
appropriate prayers, foods, and drinks.
Elegba is the first divinity that is called as the ceremony begins. It is that divinity,
called by similar names (Elegba, Legba, Elegbara, Papa Legba, Eshu, Echu, Exu, or
Ena), who is responsible for opening communication between the human and
suprahuman worlds in both Fon-derived (Legba) and Yoruba-derived (Eshu) religious
communication… The importance of Papa Legba/Elgeba/Exu is also the result of his
cosmic position at the intersection of physical reality and metaphysical concern.
Elegba as oricha or as lwa is associated with the crossroads or the gates and requires
appeal so that the prayers, praises, and requests of the ritual community will be heard,
whether in Haiti, Cuba, or Brazil. He is at the crossroads to signify choices and
opportunities, and he is considered the dynamic force of the universe that makes
potential energy into kinetic energy… (Daniel 71).
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Daniels’ clear elucidation as to the role of such a figure as Papa Legba/Elegba/Exu is
essential in defining a point of departure by which to apprehend the nature of the work.
“Plague” is a ritual that begins with a metaphysical confrontation between life and death. The
other figure who defines the space of the opening ceremony is Baron Samedi, embodied by
Valentine. Baron Samedi holds the position as the head of the Guede. “Baron Samdi is a
family man, presiding over a whole clan of related spirits… There is, for instance, Bawon
Lakwa, the imbecilic brother who keeps the cemetery grounds, and Gran Brijit, the ghoulish,
red-eyed wife, and the wise Bawon Simityè…” (Donald Consentino 405). The relation
between Baron Samedi within the context of a Haitian Vodou fêt and Valentine’s
embodiment of the Baron within “plague,” exists as a striking and disheartening metaphor
within the work as it is clear that all the names, and some photos, that are projected at the
start of the work are all deceased. They have all gone through the complete human cycle of
life, meeting Esu, and death, with Baron Samedi and his familial cohort. Therefore, what the
Brothers construct is a framework, as a starting point, that reminds us of our humanity and
the humanities of all the gay/homosexual/lesbian/queer/trans individuals named in the
projection. What they further accomplish at the onset is a space of healing where those lost in
the epidemic of AIDS can be seen, acknowledged and remembered, not only for solemn reemergence, but for a celebratory expression of black queerness anchored by an
phenomenological aesthetic that Thomas DeFrantz affirms as "back-phrasing – to move with
a percussive attack, to sing against the grain of the other instruments, and to include the
voices of those gathered in the fabric of the event" (5). The Brothers accomplish this through
the immediate dismantling of the invisible wall separating the performance/performer and the
audience/viewer. In this world, governed by the twins of human existence, life and death, Esu
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and Baron Samedi, the space of the performance/ritual is alive and porous, penetrable at any
moment by either performer or audience member. This kind of space is so immediate and the
relationships so personal, that during an invitation by Esu, as a result of a guest guessing a
correct answer, the audience member joins Esu on stage for a task. Esu, in a charming yet
direct voice, interjects demandingly, to the guest, "don't step on my train!” The porousness of
the space is fragile and complex in its creation; it exists in the homonormative space of
queerness, where provocation and confrontation coexist as liberatory existence.
Positioning Queerness
Rev. Mona West, Ph.D., a queer woman minister who writes and
speaks about spirituality and queer biblical studies contextualizes queer spirituality:
'Queer as an active work, a questioning word, a creative word, and a challenging
word. When we 'Queer' disciplines such as history, literature or religion we are
actively looking for Queer people who have been hidden or lost by those disciplines.
To Queer these disciplines is also to challenge their homophobic biases. Queer is also
an indeterminate or generative word, pointing to the ways all identities are fluid and
changing (1).
What interests me in her statement about queerness are two considerations. The first
consideration is that of the nature of the word "'Queer as an active work, a questioning word,
a creative word, and a challenging word." The employment of the word, queer, in this way,
establishes a contextual point of departure for understanding how to view the work. The
work is as much a statement and a comment on the erasure and invisibility of certain black
and of color individuals because of their HIV or AIDS status. The work challenges us and
asks us to take into consideration the human lives of these individuals and others directly
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impacted by the epidemic (which frankly are many). The second profound articulation of
Queerness by Rev. West is it's "indeterminate and generative" that establishes how all
identities are fluid and changing;" that harkens back to builds on the work of Strongman’s
theory of the "transcorporeality” that exists within Africanist cosmology and ontology. It is a
space the two states of existence meet and share likeness, that of the queer identity --as one
that is fluid and changing -- and the Africanist idea of beingness which is similarly
constituted. These two realities discover a home within “plague.” The reality is black
queerness. In the space of “plague,” black queerness is a safe space – a space of being,
healing, and remembering. It is an active remembrance of who we are as humans, our needs
and desires that make us who we are and the challenges that activate our primal urge to seek
wholeness and community. In “plague” we, as humans, exist at the crossroads of life and
death, both constantly intermingled throughout. It is this confrontation of liminality that asks,
as Hunter’s –who embodies Esu, “How do you know if you’re good and righteous if you
haven’t been through the fire?” Within "plague," the fire that Hunter mentions is symbolic of
the trials and tribulations associated with the effects of AIDS. A profound moment within
Ritual #1 occurs in a voiceover that describes the process of a patient receiving antiviral
medication. In which the bureaucratic process of getting treatments and the problematics that
ensures of not being about to continue getting treatment. During this moment, the Brothers,
side by side perform a movement series where they slowly progress upstage in bodily motion
that simulates constant vomiting seemingly brought about by the side effects caused by not
having consistent access to medication or simply the effects of such medications. They place
one hand on the other’s back comforting him as he drops into a forward bend and “vomits.”
They continue along on their upward journey as the subject of the voiceover story continues
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in her efforts to stay healthy despite the bureaucratic obstacles. As a component of this
healing space that is "plague" is a provocation, the trial mentioned previously is well
underway. The audience sits and takes in this horror of existence via aurally (through the
sound of the voiceover, the Brothers wrenching), visually (through the projection of the word
“healing” that seems to counter and underscore this moment), and corporeally, as the
Brothers’ bodies contract, heave, and fall forward in agony. The “trial” is complete, and the
bodies of Orlando and Ricarrdo begin a transition into the next section conjuring up a
moment of intimacy and ecstasy. We have transitioned from the realm of effect and arrived at
affection through the necessary need for touch and tenderness.

Ritual #2: “Joy T” and Intimacy

The mood shifts. The projection that once conveyed the need and process of healing
now projects an intimate image of two nude black male figures locked in a seductive
embrace. The Brothers begin to shed their otherworldly persona placing their accouterment
on an altarpiece made simply of fabric. A vocalist appears upstage and begins singing an aria
with lyrics from a poem by Essex Hemphill titled “American Wedding.” The Brothers
simultaneously, with ceremonial mindfulness, step onto the fabric altar and embrace and
caress each other. Life and Death have united in passionate agreement. As the moment
continues, the vocalist sings a profound utterance, "they don't know we're becoming
powerful every time we kiss." This line affirms and enlivens the spirit to love and be held
in a gentle embrace. It is also a reminder of the risk and danger that is associated with
being black, queer, and same-gender-loving in our current society. This is especially
pertinent when one reflects on the horrors of isolation and alienation that so many queer
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black men and women with AIDS endured from friends and families. The need and desire
to be touched, embraced and kissed was erased from their existence due to the lack of
knowledge and fear during the early period of the epidemic. This is possibly what the late
black queer filmmaker Marlon Riggs, meant when we stated, "silence kills the soul; it
diminishes its possibilities to rise and fly and explore. Silence withers what makes you
human. The soul shrinks until it's nothing" ( “Tongues Untied”). What indeed strikes me is
the multilayered reality of silence. At once, silence is erasure, an erasure that occurs due in
large part to the ostracizing of individuals who live a lifestyle that is unpleasing and
threatening to mainstream society. Silence as erasure impacts negatively upon an individual
who, despite societal disregard and rejection, attempts to live a full and happy life. An
extreme example of such ostracization is the legalized government-sanctioned quarantining
of HIV/AIDS infected individuals in Cuba. The Cuba Decree-Law 54 of April 1982,
mandated “isolation of individuals suspected of suffering from a communicable disease, and
of possible carriers of the causal germ, if necessary, as well as the suspension or limitation of
these individuals' activities when their realization poses a risk for the health of others”
(Hoffman “HIV/AIDS in Cuba: a model of care or an ethical dilemma”). The mandate
exemplifies an extreme effort made by the Cuban government to keep its citizens safe.
However, there is the alternate side of this mandate that does in fact function as a tool of
erasure by removing infected individuals from their environment. The inability to exist as
one’s true self in a society whose fear causes disapproval and severe marginalization ‘kills
the soul,’ and Riggs’ intimate knowledge of such a practice as expressed his above statement,
reminds us of what the Brothers, through “plague,” embraces, the reality that “Black men
loving Black men is THE revolutionary act” (“Tongues Untied” 1989). We have the
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opportunity to experience the latter with an embodied and interdisciplinary vigor. The
boundaries are few and the audience finds themselves caught amid this exuberant and
poignant pageant of Africanist artistry. However, the work is functioning not only as an
artistic exchange, but it deploys its artistry. The deployment of its artistry is fulfilled
through the efficacy of its healing, care-giving, and testimony. As the Haitian Vodou
ceremony has largely been my point of reference within this dissertation, we can reflec t
upon the intentionality of African-based ritual space to gain yet another understanding of
the function that “Plague” is working to achieve. Amongst the variety of events that
occur during a Haitian Vodou fêt, the underlying thrust of the ceremony is that which
“plague” presents. The ceremony is fueled by its overarching theme of "healing,
caregiving" and in many ways, "testimonials" (more likely than not, embodied through
spiritual intervention, that is possession). The devotees come to a fêt with the ho pes of
discovering spiritual wellness which in turn will instigate mental and physical well-being.
The Brothers are thoroughly aligned. The offering to the audience of "joy or love tea," is
with this intention. They offer the option to the audience members of receiving either a
“joy tea or love tea”, and if they accept, they are given the direction to "steep for 20
minutes." The implication here is that joy, something so necessary, may be simpler than
one thinks to have, just "twenty minutes" and you can experience joy or love, "yes, yes,
joy for everyone, steep for twenty minutes," the brothers state. Though twenty minutes
may be a long time to steep tea, nevertheless for the outcome of joy or love, it is worth
the wait. There is an additional layer of meaning just beneath the surface. Within the
black and brown gay subculture, the notion of "t," means truth. To ask someone, "what's
the T?" asks what is the truth or a request for the naked truth that no one wants to truly
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reveal. What is the truth beyond the truth someone is telling? The "T" is deeper, the
revelation of honesty that offers one a deeper understanding of what a situation might be.
I would argue that in the context of "joy tea," the brothers are persuading us to look
further and deeper into the realities of black queer existence to more clearly understand
the challenges and difficulties that exist in being able to obtain joy and/or love in a
society so wrought with bias, racism, and homophobia. So, perhaps the “T” here is our,
the audience’s, complicity in the societal abuses that cause disenfranchisement of
inflicted black and brown queer communities whose safe spaces are becoming fewer. Is it
possible then that this "joy/love tea," after twenty minutes of steeping, can not only soothe
you, but it can spiritually connect you to a community in need of soothing support and
mindful comfort? The "T" can bring into focus what it means to contend with the notion
of how it is possible to survive a plague.
What is the "aroma" that the Brothers write about in their statement about the
work?, “This work will explore the methods of healing, care-giving, and living
testimonies by creating an intentional space with sound, movement, and aroma”
(bhooddance.com/new-page-3). I contend that the aroma is not only the calming effect of
steeping tea since the tea is never actually steeped during the show. But it is the aroma of
remembrance and lives lost. The fleeting thoughts of those family members, friends,
lovers, whose lives have been lost to AIDS. We remember their smells, the perfume or
cologne they wore, the foods they loved to eat. We are implicitly asked to receive the
sensation of scent upon us through our thoughts about these individuals so that we never
forget them, the lives they lived, the struggles they fought, and for many the deaths they
suffered. Nevertheless, this does not have to be a miserable phenomenon. As the Gede

183

reminds us that death is inevitable, its nothing to fear, and there can be great joy in
acceptance. Therefore, the work of “plague” to frankly address this topic, emblazons it with
a symbol of BLS making it a site where death is not only solemnly mourned but celebrated in
all its extravagant and meditative glory.

Ritual #3: “Dance of the Living”
The Brothers have consecrated a space where, as they have written in their artistic
statement about the work, “ritualistic experience will venerate the Black African bodies.”
“The Dagara people believe that when two people share a spirited and balanced intimate
life, they have the power to raise healing energy for everything around them. For this
reason, a couple might dedicate their sacred intimacy to some higher purpose, in addition
to the well-being of their relationship” (Somé). This kind of functioning of a couple’s
intimacy within one’s society requires a significant amount of acknowledgment and
acceptance. Somé’s work verifies the possibility of this within her culture, a culture that
does, in fact, understand the contribution and significance of its homosexual members.
This is in opposition to the treatment of black queer, same-gender-loving relationship in
our American culture. I argue that the denial of one’s sexual orientation impedes the
possibility of all people participating in ‘raising of healing energy’ through ritualized
intention. For this reason, “plague” needs to model liberation, temporally and spatially,
through the full intimacies of the visual, sonic, and physical interdisciplinarity of its
content. Somé continues,
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A couple’s intimacy is not about the pursuit of pleasure. It is the pursuit of a kind
of power that only spirit can give in a sacred context… it’s going to be found in
the ash circle12 in a place turned into a shrine, and, a sacred space. By crafting a
sacred space, we open ourselves to other spirits and we permit ourselves to
completely open up to another. We allow ourselves to be our true self and to be
fully present" (85).
This concept discussed is necessary if the effort of veneration, paramount to African
spirituality, is to occur. What occurs through veneration is a deep remembrance and
recall. For example, when it is ritualized through the pouring of libation, with water or
alcohol, and calling aloud the name of a deceased family member, friend, or other related
significant people, the phenomenal moment is pregnant with commemoration. All that the
person was, comes to the fore and those present, whether familiar with the person or not,
feel the immense presence of memory and reverence. This intimate act makes relevant the
need to constantly go beyond the immediate pursuit of pleasure, for the self and another,
but into the realm of collective healing through the expansion of that pleasure to the
larger community. "Plague" is that phenomenological moment where everyone present
may experience the sensation of the intimacy of the collective community through a
ceremonializing of memory via the lives of people the Brothers ask to remember or get to
know. The regleman or ceremonial order of a Haitian Vodou fêt is constructed around the
notion that the enslaved populations who took up arms or functioned in other capacities
during the Haitian Revolution must be represented and remembered. Within the context

Somé explains the "ash circle" as a ceremonial mechanism employed to prepare for the
sharing of sacred intimate space between individuals or a community
12
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of Haitian Vodou, the nachons or nations (Rada, Nago, Kongo, Petwo, and others) that
are honored during a ceremony, represent African ethnic groups who were enslaved in
Saint Domingue, present-day Haiti, during the centuries of the slave industry. The
Houngan or Manbo (priest and priestess), along with the tambou (drummers),
houngenicon (singers), and other devotees, organize their ceremonial reverence around
the notion of acknowledging those who were instrumental in the founding formations of
Haiti’s liberation. Through the Vodou fêt, and Vodou itself, it is understood that the
acknowledgment of those who have "come before," is paramount. Therefore, their
veneration through drumming, singing, dancing, must occur at every occasion. The
extension of the self via ancestral memory is an intimate act that everyone who is present
benefits; it is an act that forms bonds between the living and the deceased. To recall my
related point of departure of my dissertation, spirit possession itself is the sublime act of
intimacy by which the manifestation of a spirit within a devotee affirms an ongoing need
for connection through veneration, as it is the ancient spirit who comes forth making
contact through a person to the community.
We have reached a moment in the work where the ritual self dramatically
dissolves into a duet that exists in the liminal space of abjection, sonically culminating
with the desperate voicing of Orlando running a large circle around the space and
screaming “get out!” Seemingly defying the phantoms of fear and death by embracing the
mythological ability to be free and fly to return to an idyllic scenario walking hand in
handing in an "Afternoon of a Faun-esque” recall. With his hand out and focus back,
Hunter is seemingly connected to the generation of black and brown queer ancestors who
have transitioned to their resting place but are following along on this present journey
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that Ricarrdo leads. They walk back to the fabric altarpiece like beings from another
planet whose visit was limited by a constraint of time. The two ceremoniously reach over
and pick up their hat and horns (the headgear that Orlando wears as Esu), and dance away
in a winding physical gesture as if caught in a kind of time warp. They begin to dance
together again converging two worlds – one reminiscent of a rejoining of cosmic forces
through Esu and the Baron, and the other as their more terrestrial selves. The movements
more liberated having gone through a process of ritual shedding. The primordial deities
seem to assist in the cause of actualized liberation. 70s soul singer, Minnie Ripperton’s
“Do you see inside me” plays as the Brothers engage in a duet from the black social
dance repertory (in Chicago referred to as “steppin,” and in DC and Baltimore, “Hand
Dancing”), in which one leads and intricately, but smoothly and seemingly effortlessly,
whirls the other around while maintaining an on-going foot pattern and hand changing
sequence. Simultaneously, testimonials of individuals discussing their HIV status and
their lives living with the disease are aurally projected. They, our "demi-gods," finally
resolve themselves to the steps of the church altar, entangled, flirtatious and giddy. They
kiss deeply. This portion of the ceremony reaches its completion.
African spiritualist and Burkinabe writer and teacher, the late Sobonfu Somé
speaks of ritual in this way,
"a ritual is a ceremony in which we call in spirit to come and be the driver, the
overseer of our activities. The elements of ritual allow us to connect with the self,
the community, and the natural forces around us. In ritual, we call in spirit to
show us obstacles that we cannot see because of our limitations as human beings.
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Rituals help us to remove blocks standing between us and our true spirit and other
spirits" (40).
What I have just described from the events of the performance of "how to survive a
plague," is a recounting of authentic ritual. This ritual is a ceremony of a union. Not quite
a wedding, but a ritual coming together of spirits and community. This duet, which
functions as a union ritual, is an agreement of pressure and support. The partnering insists
upon a kinetic arrangement of body, mind, and spirit so that they can conceive of the
possibility of joint possession. Within this ceremony, in the context of the performance,
the vocalist's presence through song functions as a master of ceremony or priest. Relevant
vocal lines consecrate the event with a kind of sanctity of purpose. The vocalist sings, “I
vow to you…,” “in America, place your ring on my cock, where it belongs…,” “you will
always be a free man with a dream… "long may we be free." These lines feel the space of
this sanctuary, part-time performance venue, with the integrity of intent, as if spoken by a
clergyperson her/himself. They function as sacred rites of union for the Brothers.
Embedded within the words are affirmations that confirm the unity of the two, while
allowing the audience to bear witness, as in a wedding ceremony, to the Brothers'
agreement to share a life. In an interview about the work, Hunter expresses,
“there is a lot to be said about dark-skinned bodies being in the same space. It makes
me think about what histories and traumas come up when we start to move together.
When our bodies move in the same space, our work becomes ritual, prayer,
something I can’t put into words” (Kerr, “How Brother(hood) Dance! Is Surviving
the Plague”).
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Hunter points to the presence of the black body and America’s history with criminalizing the
gathering of black bodies as it relates specifically to civil unrest and protest practices that
have occurred throughout history. Additionally, there is an implicit reference to the slave
industry and the presence of the enslaved Africans in America as tools of labor. Nevertheless,
Hunter additionally acknowledges and references the intangible energetic activity of
spirituality as it relates to the gathering of black people for ‘ritual and prayer.’ There is still a
further reference to the embodied knowledge or the intuited agency of the black body and its
capacity to actualize spiritual energy through the body when moving and dancing. Thus, the
phenomenon that Hunter is identifying is that of the black body as a conduit and medium of
spirit—embodied African spirituality.
The ritual that is "how to survive a plague" repositions, for a moment, otherness. The
Brothers shift the lens to a black queer aesthetic that functions to shift their togetherness from
the traumatic to the supportive. It is in real-time and space that the viewer/audience can
experience this shift as a possibility of a new existence – one that does not inflict upon the
Brothers, or the situation created within "plague," an oppressive gaze of unwelcomed
existence. From this point, as a new point of departure, the Brothers, and those present to the
work and benefiting from the experience, a new path is revealed through a kind of
Aristotlean katharsis or “a purification of an excess of emotions incited via the ritual
process” (Aristotle xxxix) of “plague” and the tragic content of alienation, erasure and death
that accompanies the history of AIDS as an epidemic.

Ritual #4: “Gatekeepers of the final portal: The presence of a queer aesthetic within a black
liberational spirituality.”
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If there is a search for freedom and liberation inherent to queerness, then the
relationship between a black liberational spirituality and black queerness must be
acknowledged despite any agenda to alienate black queer communities from the conversation
and the activities of freedom fighting. It is common through various leaders of the Black
nationalist movement to understand queerness and homosexuality to be contrary to and an
“affront” to African society and even more the result of European colonialization.
Nevertheless, what I have argued in regards to a black liberational spirituality, is that such a
notion and its efforts, based on its connectivity with nature, cannot be determined by the
limitations of human consciousness. There are deeper cognitive understandings that
humanity itself still cannot completely fathom. Biases and prejudices are due in large part to
these human conscious limitations.
I return to the writings of Somé and the Dagara cosmology for a recontextualization
of black queerness [my assertion] in society. Somé shares,
“the words gay and lesbian do not exist in the village, but there is the word
gatekeeper. Gatekeepers are people who live a life at the edge between two worlds—
the world of the village and the world of spirit. They do not marry in this world, they
say they have partners in other dimensions. What they do, they don’t like to
communicate to anyone. It is their right to keep it to themselves. Everybody in the
village respects that because without gatekeepers, there is no access to other worlds
(132).
This positioning, however, is not without some trepidation, admittedly from a western gaze.
The implicit secrecy of the gatekeepers within the Dagara society is problematic in the west
by the effort to undermine heteronormativity via the explicit presence of one's full identity,
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including her/his sexual orientation. Nevertheless, what the Dagara suggests about the
limiting of one’s identity to sexual orientation, is commendable. With so much effort in the
west, particularly the United States, supporting the social marriage equality, it is difficult to
imagine a space and place where one's sexual orientation, specifically her/his homosexuality
is not a main focus of contention. What the Dagara offers us, as a valid option, is an
acceptance of humanity via the comprehension of deeper life meaning and purpose. There is
a thread of kinship between the Dagara of Burkina Faso and orisha and vodun practices as it
relates to Ifa, Fa, or Afa (three varying spiritual manifestations from Nigeria, Benin
(Dahomey), Ghana/Togo that share the same function, i.e., revelation of one’s destiny
through divination). The endeavor is to reveal one’s path of destiny and remain focused and
consistent with what has been foretold. This carries over into Haitian Vodou with the
understanding that everyone on earth is born with a “fate already foreknown and
unchangeable… [whose] overall shape and direction of life are determined…” (Brown 9).
Perhaps our work in the West is to give more attention to the revelation of destiny rather than
the sexual orientation of a person as a determining factor towards the efficacy of their life.
Nevertheless, there is a necessary value in a person's ability to "live out loud." "In the village
homosexuality is seen very differently than in the West, in part because all sexuality is
spiritually based. Taken away from its spiritual context, it becomes a source of controversy
and can be exploited" (Somé 135). The Dagara’s position is of utmost importance and the
very basis of my argument regarding sublime embodiment and possession. It is the body in
the fullest actualization of itself that conveys the true depth of meaning and knowledge. To
accomplish that, there must be freedom.
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The Brothers are a significant fixture in a new generation of black artists committed
to highlighting through artistic means the social issues of our time particularly as it is
concerned with black queerness. They are dedicated to moving the “needle” one point further
along the African Cultural Continuum dial. Brother(hood) Dance! stabilizes, for a new
generation, the need to continue the discourse regarding the marginalization and erasure of
artists of color with a specific black and queer outlook, even mission which states,
“Brother(hood) Dance! is an interdisciplinary duo that seeks to inform its audiences on
the socio-political and environmental injustices from a global perspective, bringing
clarity to the same-gender-loving African-American experience in the 21st century”
(https://www.bhooddance.com/). The inclusion of B(hood)’s “how to survive a plague,”
makes a way for discourse around black queerness in the ark of the continuum of black
concert dance/performance that I am presenting through the artists of this dissertation.
Brother(hood) Dance! is so necessary to my research as their presence signals a common and
permissive practice of erasure so prevalent in our society and it resonates very deeply with
concerns of subjectivity and embodiment. When do we see, within the scope of black concert
dance, such intimacy of black queerness? It is more common to hear statements about queer
black men maintaining the status quo through performing masculinity on stage as a “balance”
to the “delicacy and femininity” of his female counterpart. Yet, it has happened that a black
female dancer is lauded for her “masculine” acumen and prowess; the inverse rarely occurs.
The practice reflects a patriarchal heteronormativity of invisibility when it comes to the
presence of authentic black queerness. Hunter has stated, “so few places are presenting the
kind of work we are making. The American dance field hasn’t really interacted with Black
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queer men together. So here we are. Our dance is us archiving ourselves—and American
history” (Kerr, “How Brother(Hood) Dance! Is Surviving the Plague”).
Over the centuries mainstream media has supported such phenomenon with
depictions of the black “buck,” a black male figure who epitomizes tenderless
hypermasculinity (see image #5), and the “mammy,” (see image #6-7) the ever-ready, tough
and strong black female matriarch capable of caring for all the offspring of the white
“master” class, while necessarily neglecting her own. These negative stereotypical images
are sustained generationally and have become embedded within various social and cultural
arenas (music, dance, advertising); they become “consumed” and expected as a normative
perspective. On black concert dance stages, they continue to play out in company duets that
engage male and female dancers, as well as male and male couplings where males constantly
manipulate female partners with a certain degree of power and control. Within the scope of
the male duet, the common aesthetic phenomenon is that of brute competition – one
overpowering the other for whatever desired outcome. Though out of the purview of my
research, I argue that the presentation of such codified and ascribed identities is a
phenomenological by-product of classical ballet where gender roles and their accompanying
physicalities are identifiably formed. Within the general scope of Classical ballet, males have
predominately been in the supportive roles of the female lifting and offering a counterbalance
to her feats of delicate splendor. While the male, in his work, performs great leaps, jumps,
and turns that exhibit the grandness of his physical stature and virtuosic “maleness.”
“Plague” relieves us of the anxieties caused by these gendered options. The relief
comes through the vision of the Brothers' display of a more balanced relationship. They exist
together in intimate space thriving in their full corporeality as HIV+, black dance artists
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displaying and achieving great tenderness, femininity, and masculinity. Their work propels
us forward in the dismantling of racist and homophobic hegemonies through a confrontation
with the truth of human multiplicity and depth. They perform feats of choreographic
grandness and small intimate acts of kindness for each other and the audience. The
immediacy of their depth is buttressed by the annihilation of the “fourth wall” making their
presence of being palpable and sensuous. The work, as a ritual act, indulges such a profound
proximal relation to subjective authenticity and truth that they achieve what Sarah Ahmed
bases her queer phenomenology -- a reorientation of phenomenology around a sexual
orientation and not the “universalist” orientation of Merleau-Ponty in which the
phenomenological orientation of the self is measured spatially and temporally by a level of
“straightness” or an “alignment with other lines” (Ahmed 66) 13. “Plague” asserts a reorientation of the phenomenological aesthetics around black queerness, and this is the
sublimity of the work. The relevant possession in “how to survive a plague” is the Brothers’
capacity to shift time and space, to discover the stability in the tenuous dynamism of life and
death through their shifting persona, and the willingness of the audience who sit at the
precipice of implication. What is on the other side of this fragile state? Power – the power of
being. However, it is through the final portal that the "gatekeepers" must lead.
The final moment of the work is a shift to yet another persona. The Brothers each go
to a clothing rack and begin to dress. Each in the same elasticized, bell-bottomed style black
pants, but different jackets, however, both fur (or some material resembling animal pelts).
The new costume signals a new mood and therefore new terrain. Once dressed, the scene

13

Merleau-Ponty does not consider “queerness” from the perspective of sexual orientation
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changes to a 70s, Soul Train 14-esque mise-en-scene. Inspired by the provocative
expressiveness of the in-studio resident talent of dancers, the Brothers make their way back
to the main playing area with movements indicative of the free, fun-loving, sexual revolution,
post-war, generation-x-ers. Of the section, Valentine states, “Oh, man, I loved that time in
our history. Things were rough, but people had the dance floor to go to in a way I feel like we
don’t right now. And the show created this ritual of participation and witnessing that we
wanted to re-create” (POZ). The Brothers commandeer yet another moment of liberation by
immediately giving the stage to the audience members in the style of a “Soul Train Line”
(see image #8-9)15. Forming two facing lines, the Brothers and participants from the audience
gather. The “Soul Train Line” was a break-out moment in the show that functioned as a
bridge to the latter half. The in-studio dance talents could display their skill either in duets or
alone as a solo as the others frame them keeping time with the music. “Plague” transports the
audience to this place of freedom with a gesture that immediately communicates group
collectivity.
I assert the “Soul Train Line” moment is a final ceremonial act by which the Masters
of Ceremony, Hunter, and Valentine, usher the audience through the last rite. This
culminating rite confirms the community and affirms that the efforts or “offerings” made in
honor of the souls lost to AIDS have been accepted and those souls have, through this ritual,
been made to transition through this portal with the confidence that these two black queer
dance artists and those they have brought along the journey with, are now aware, to some

music show from the 70s – early 2000s that highlighted the musical talents of mostly black
soul, disco, R&B, and hip hop artists and featured a group of resident dancers
15 A break-out feature of the show when the in-studio talent showcased their dance talents to
the popular songs played during the show in a group line dance.
14
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extent, of “how to survive a plague.” Valentine states, “we are not in the moment where HIV
is taking us all out like a hurricane, so we wanted to end [“how to survive a plague”] on a
note that reflected that. We are alive. We wanted to show us living with the virus (POZ). The
Soul Train Line then is not only one way, but it makes available communication between the
living and the dead so necessary and elemental in ancestor-based African spiritual ritual.
“How to survive a plague” is a reverential gesture to a lost generation of black
queer ancestors, and it is through the investigation of how we can come to understand
embodiment as consciousness through choreography, performativity, and performance that
"plague" illuminates the possibility with great care and candor. The goal of the work and
artists to 'make themselves seen' is an explicitly embodied agency conscientiously
articulating the role of the artist in "direct resistance" against hegemonic systems of erasure.
"How to survive a plague's" signal of viability and vitality is its embodied aesthetic of black
queer subjectivity. Their black queer subjectivity is palpable urgent and their physical
presence, 'surviving the plague,' so radically recognizable as spirit thriving. The revelation of
liberation through the secular ritual act of dance/performance is encountered through "how to
survive a plague" as a sacred act of transformation. Hunter and Valentine offer a view of the
phenomenological aesthetic of a black liberational spirituality via black queer subjectivity in
form and function as agents of equitability and difference.
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Image #1: Orlando Zane Hunter Jr. and Ricarrdo Valentine as “Esu” and “Baron Samedi.”
Photo
credit, Ian Douglas. 2017.
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Image #2: Orlando Zane Hunter Jr. and Ricarrdo Valentine in “how to survive a plague”.
Photo
credit, Ian Douglas. 2017.
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Image #3: Guede/Baron Samedi vèvè.
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Image #4: Ricarrdo Valentine as “Baron Samedi” in “how to survive a plague”. Photo
credit, Ian Douglas. 2017.
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Image #5. Credit, Medium.com. 2016.
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Image #6. Thethirlby.com. 2019.

Image #7. Hattie McDaniel as Mammy from Gone with the Wind. Tvtropes.org.
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Image #8. “Soul Train Line.” spectacularmag.com. 2019.

Image #9: Orlando Zane Hunter Jr. and Ricarrdo Valentine and audience in “how to survive a
plague.” Photo credit, Ian Douglas. 2017.

203

Works Cited

Ahmed, Sara. Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others. Durham and London:
Duke University Press, 2006.
Consentino, Donald J., Editor. Sacred Arts of Haitian Vodou. Regents of the University of
California, 1995.
Daniel, Yvonne. Dancing Wisdom: Embodied Knowledge in Haitian Vodou, Cuban Yoruba,
and Bahian Candomble. University of Illinois Press, 2005.
“How Brother(hood) Dance! Is Surviving the Plague.” Theodore Kerr. POZ, January 12,
2018. https://www.poz.com/article/brotherhood-dance-surviving-plague. Accessed
11, September 2019.
“HIV/AIDS in Cuba: a model for care or an ethical dilemma?” Sarah Z Hoffman. African
Health Sciences, December 4, 2004. (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles
/PMC2688320/). Accessed 5 November 2019.
“Lost & Found: Dance, New York, HIV/AIDS, Then and Now.” Edited by Ishmael HoustonJones, Will Rawls, and Jaime Shearn Coan.
http://www.danspaceproject.org/catalogues /lost-and-found/. Accessed 11 September
2019.
Riggs, Marlon T, and Essex Hemphill. Tongues Untied. San Francisco: Frameline, 2006.
Somé, Sobonfu. The Spirit of Intimacy. Beverly Hills Books, 1997.
West, Rev. Mona. “Queer Spirituality.” LinkedIn. 25 May 2019.
https://www.slideshare.net/authorsboards/queer-spirituality-by-rev-mona-west-ph-d.
Accessed 5 September 2019.

204

Chapter 8
The Subversive Act

… We all gonna come from behind
those
Wigs and start to stop using those
Standards of beauty which can never
Be a frame for our reference; wash
That excess grease out of our hair,
Come out of the bleach bag and get
Into something meaningful to us as
Nonwhite people—Black people…
“Nittygritty” by Joseph Bevans Bush (dedicated to Amiri Baraka ne LeRoi Jones)

Relevant to my subject matter and implicitly explored through this analytical process
is a concept for which I would like to dedicate the following pages—that of subversion. My
attention to subversion as an essential function within the black concert dance/performance
tradition and the phenomenological aesthetics of a black liberational spirituality is to further
explore and outline the complexities of these phenomena; any dormancy of subversion is
now to be explicitly relieved. Therefore, my acknowledgment of the subversive in the works
covered in the previous chapters functions as commentary and critical praxis of
contemporary culture and society.
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The connotative meaning of the word subversion tends towards politics and the
political for gains associated with the victors of offices and positions of power. An
alternative perspective on subversion lies within its explicit functioning as a process in the
technology industry where new systems of processing data undermine or make extinct preexisting forms for varied desired outcomes. I am concerned with subversion as a conscious
act by which pre-established norms, practices, and systems are undermined by an effort to
reveal a necessary, overlooked and potentially ignored reality. In this sense, I am interested
in the revelation of the subversive functioning within the works of black concert
dance/performance artists and how such functioning is revealed as a component of a black
liberational spirituality. There are various other synonymous resonances of subversion that
have a place within the scope of this chapter: physical destruction, demolition, and ruination
(from late 14th century-old French). The above-mentioned alternate meanings for subversion
exemplify the potentially catastrophic magnitude that accompanies such an act. It is useful to
consider the radicality of the subversive act so that we grasp the sacrifice at hand—the loss of
what is known in place of that which is unknown. To enact subversion insists that one
inquires what is beyond.
I have written in great detail about the artistic and phenomenological aesthetic
principles working in the choreographies and performances of Katherine Dunham, Pearl
Primus, Eleo Pomare, Reggie Wilson, Preach R Sun, Jawole Willa Jo Zollar and Orlando
Zane Hunter, Jr and Ricarrdo Valentine. However, aside from the exploration of such artistic
and phenomenological aesthetic principles lies the implicit presence of subversion.
Therefore, in this last and final chapter, I make explicit the subversive act that each artist
approaches and the way in which their act of subversion mobilizes liberation.
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I assert that the works explored within the chapters of my dissertation maintain a
political position concerning the mainstream culture as the circumstantial nature of black
concert dance/tradition itself is an ascription of the political upon the black dancer and
his/her body on the western theatrical stage. Whether the content of the works assume a
political position or not, the ascription of "black concert dance" immediately politicizes the
form by contextually identifying the form through difference via the modifier of “black.”
This ultimately prioritizes the politics of race. Therefore, in the attempt of the eight artists to
progress beyond mainstream dance to create and offer an alternative perspective, their
subversion of the form immediately calls forth the political inherency of the subversive act.
Subversion is a necessary ingredient within the effort towards liberation as the effort to
progress necessitates an assertion of difference. Further, in order to accomplish the
systematic shift, an undermining principle must be utilized. The process of seeking freedom
through a medium such as black concert dance/performance is fraught with complications as
historically, dance, as an art form, especially the dance of African Americans, is so
synonymous with entertainment. Therefore, to initiate a new understanding as to an
alternative function of dance, one that bears an intention of the political, requires a radical
act. It is now my intention to identify the subversive act for each artist at play in their work.
Katherine Dunham’s subversive act is best revealed through the work of the Dunham
Technique as it is applied within “Shango.” In forging the various and perhaps disparate
forms, classical ballet and African and African diasporic dance, particularly that from the
traditional and the Vodou dances of Haiti, the subversive act identifies the need for the
dancing body to be able to do more. Dunham has stated, “the techniques that I knew and saw
and experienced were not saying the things that I wanted to say. I simply could not, with
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classical ballet, say what I wanted to say… To capture the meaning in the culture and life of
the people, I felt I had to take something directly from the people and develop that” (Library
of Congress, “Dunham Technique”). An exemplification within the Dunham Technique is
the agile use of the torso. Within the classical ballet technique, the position of the torso is
primarily erect creating an aesthetic that is vertically oriented with minimal physical
expressions. If the torso does move forward, back or around its vertical axis it does so only
temporarily and quickly returns to its original upright position. Within the Dunham
Technique, the primary feature of the torso is its suppleness and fluidity involved in
contractions, undulations, dropping and recovering along its sagittal plane. The torso is to be
used with and against gravity for a dynamically articulating expressivity. To manage the
forward bend at the waist of the torso into a flowing and undulating spine is a heralded
accomplishment and expression. The articulating physicality of the torso as it is applied in
the Dunham Technique has its origins in the yonvalou (introduced in the previous chapter),
the supplication dance of the sacred serpent Damballah Wedo and the sea waters that
represent lwa Met Agwe, La Siren and others of the sea pantheon. The position of the body is
low, bent at the waist with the torso pitched forward referencing the seamless and organic
relationship between the earth and the human body. Within the work “Shango,” the
“possessed boy” who Damballah Wedo mounts, falls to the floor and undulates along
engaging the articulation that is built within the technicality of the Dunham undulations from
the yonvalou dance. What may seem to be simply a timely addition to the vocabulary of
American dance is more complicated. The conflict that exists during the early 20 th century
between the stage dance forms of Europe (mainly classical ballet) and the new modern
American forms, problematizes the birth of the Dunham Technique and its contribution to
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American concert dance due in large part to its foundational content, that of the movement
vocabulary of the Afro-Caribbean and the African diaspora at large. The decision to create a
dance form that strategically positions the African diasporan and his/her living and sacred
culture as significant in the progress and evolution of dance in America is how the subversive
act receives its agency and power.
The work of Primus makes a similar subversive action within the modern dance.
Integrating political themes were indeed an ingredient and commonplace within the circles
that she traveled and with other choreographers who worked from similar socio-political
themes. Nevertheless, the themes that Primus explored in her work related to lynching and
the sharecropping system in America made for a more contentious relationship due largely to
the fact that she was an African American woman dancer/choreographer. Primus taking such
a stance and undermining the status quo through her dance work set a new standard for the
African American, black dance artist. The subversive tactic is well instituted as viable to the
creative process and necessary in the realm of black concert dance/performance. Primus's
subversion not only inserts the political but her form, so deliberately referential to African
traditional dance and culture, further instigates a cultural shift demanding, as does her "Hard
Time Blues," an assertion of the African American dancer and community as complex,
multidimensional and capable of intellectual depth and provocation. This work emerges from
a national response to and against systematized injustices against the African American
community. Rightfully, any effort to take a stand, as an artist, against these injustices, would
be made largely through the content and subject matter of the work that she created. As
Primus has stated, “I started to dance because I wanted to show the dignity, and the beauty,
and the strength and heritage of my people” (Rowe, “African Dance and Music”). Therefore,
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in her effort to be heard and seen as an African American woman dancer/choreographer, one
whose artistic content was so politically charged, the achievement of her work was through
the enacting of the subversive.
Eleo Pomare’s radicality as a truth-teller deploying the black dancing body instigates
a subversion that explicitly undermines the accepted social and cultural order. As expressed
through “Junkie,” Pomare ignites a fire with his body that asks, “what is it that you expect of
this ‘beautiful’ body? His response is the physical effects of addiction through “Junkie” as an
aesthetic embodiment. He undermines the notion of the “technically trained” dancing body
and subjects it to ridicule. The structure of the body “crumbles” right before the eyes of the
audience and the society that he lives in and creates from. Pomare confronts the audience
with the “gross” reality of urban street life and contradicts what they hope for and anticipate.
The comfort of the auditorium will not deliver the expected “beauty” that they seek. The
cultural icon of the theater is transformed into a kaleidoscope, looking glass of societal ills
that plagued the black urban subject, however, now with the presentation of “Junkie” and
“Blues for the Jungle,” in the theater, those once removed from the direct impact of society’s
dark reality of drug addiction and disenfranchisement, come face to face with it as a reality of
existence. Any prevailing hope of a mono-dimensional expression of the beautiful form
through the medium of dance is destroyed and re-imaged in order to initiate a necessary
becoming of a new breed of artist whose social consciousness as a choreographer extends
beyond the exhibition of the “beautiful.” More, Eleo Pomare subversively shifts the image of
what is beautiful by willingly establishing an alternate vantage point by which to perceive
what it means to be beautiful. In a video interview showcasing the working process of
Pomare, he exhibits, with the assistance of his dance company, a physically expressive walk
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that he calls the “ditty bop” walk. He describes the characteristic feeling of each walk as his
company members execute their particular version, each maintaining some degree of
“jauntiness” for which he explains about the walk “what you see is an attitude and it is so
damn rhythmic that to you it looks like dancing” (Davis, “Elio Pomare”). The walks
exemplify his interest in and mission of having people who have all the capabilities of
"beautiful" dancers but maintain a realness about them. The "ditty bop" walk then comments
directly on this notion of the "beautiful" through the real or it might be said pedestrian or
profane. Each walk exhibits an idiosyncrasy that is borrowed from street culture and applied
to the concert dance stage. The walks in their texture and projection signify an assertion of
style and subversion of the prevailing form.
Reggie Wilson journeys through the subversive by way of rhythm and ancestry.
Where does the African American dancing body belong, where has it been, where has it
traveled, where is it going? “Introduction” conveys to its audience that the black body, as a
vessel of memory, will recall when instigated. It will remember its ancient past while
simultaneously living in its contemporary reality. Practices and histories of displacement and
dispersal may not thrive in the rhythmic and “moaning” space of the black dancing body.
Diasporic blackness functions as reference and research that assists in stabilizing the ground
of difference thus providing autonomy of belonging. Through Wilson we witness subversion
as an expression of vitality and continuance, referring to what was and what is now as similar
and identical. The two existences are conflated in Wilson's dancing and vocalizing body as it
works to conjure into space an epistemological dynamism of expressivity. Subversion meets
the vocal chamber not as an explicit demand, but as a melodic and rhythmic dissonance,
resonating from the deep embodiment of intersubjectivity. His performance of "Introduction"
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destabilizes theatrical and dance tropes by revealing his multi-layeredness. Wilson is at once
the dancer, the choreographer, the researcher/scholar, and the student. Any attempt to conceal
any of these existences is undone with his direct address to the audience and the expectation
and anticipation of their response. He incites a certain level of confusion once he begins to
walk and talk in place introducing his research and fieldwork in his work titled
"Introduction." This is more than artistic and choreographic acumen, and he does exhibit that.
This is a subversion.
“CHRYSALIS (Cry Solace)” subverts subversion itself. Preach R Sun’s work brings
to bear the necessity for overtness. At the “hands” of Sun, subversion occupies yet another
significant space. This space is where any covertness is outcast. Subversion as a mode of
usurpation is present in its most authentic and explicit form. Preach states, "my actions are
my language… it is the body of work that shows my liberation" (Human Trash Dump,
“Planting Seeds, Finding your Place in the Pain, and Building a New Present to make a New
Future”). Confiscating one's voice and body and undergoing a rebirth for liberation is the
overt subjugation that fuels a thorough undermining of all that stands as rational and stable.
Through this “irrational” act of subversion lies the promise, the new. There is a risk that must
be taken in order to benefit from the outcome. Subversion is not the end goal, it is a
necessary transitory step along the process of the journey toward the outcome that is hoped
for or desired—that of liberation. We then have the opportunity to plan for a space by which
the necessary subversive act may be at first adversarial but in the long-term, it is a posture of
positive potentiality.
On this trajectory towards liberation through the subversive, "Batty Moves" maintains a
posture of truth. The female form has been essential to the development of concert dance in
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its contemporary manifestation through the centuries. Within the forms and expressions of
the traditional, classical, and modern/contemporary expressions, the female has set a cultural
standard. But it is Jawole Willa Jo Zollar's subversive act with the black female form in
"Batty Moves," which has aggravated the structure and "called to task" a re-organizing of the
normative model of the female dance body. We experience through the black female a
reification of corporeal identity and an embodiment of subjectivity via the subversion of
disembodiment. The physical habitation of subjectivity and form exists as a reassertion of
profound intuitive stature at the behest of the subversive. As a positive gesture of
reconstruction and recontextualization, the Urban Bush Woman undermines the scopophilic
objectivity of the black female body specifically the “butt,” and highlights its presence as a
way through the terror of activity. Once on the other side of embarrassment and shame, the
essential work of progress may begin. Here, subversion functions catalytically not to
reinforce established aesthetic paradigms, but to complicate the paradigm through inversion
and subjugation towards the liberated temporal space of the dance stage and modality of
choreography. The presence of the buttocks, not as an object that should be eliminated
through a process of “tucking” (as is referred to in dance class when attempting to eliminate
the protrusion of the rear end by moving the coccyx in a downward and forward direction for
what is explained as a “better line” in classical ballet) but as a significant proportion to be
accepted and glorified happens to be the main concern and method of deployment within the
subversive act that is “Batty Moves.” The authority of its articulation within the work is the
subversive affirmation that propels the discourse surrounding the prominence of the “butt” in
western-based concert dance styles and destigmatizes the embodiment as a positive
subjective stance.
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“We have to be the thing. We are the thing” (Kerr, “How Brother(Hood) Dance! is
Surviving the Plague”) is the revelation that propels the subversive in “how to survive a
plague.” One faces within this statement both the objectification and subjectification of the
Brothers—one revealing the truth of the other. This is the availability of the object for the
pleasure of the subject, while the subject confesses its objectiveness in the gaze of society.
However, where the realities converge is at the articulation of the subversive; the gaze is
undermined. What is expected to be a distanced view of homoeroticism is immediately
overthrown by the removal of the veil that is the theatrical fourth wall. The audience is thrust
face to face with the sensual eroticism of black queer intimacy not positioned at a far and
comfortably distanced, but in close proximity and directly in line with the action, and in a
significant way, the closeness functioning as the main component of the action underway.
Tactile engagement becomes the norm as the wall of protection is dismantled. The structure
of theatrical remove crumbles as the Brothers terminate the audience's comfort at the onset of
"how to survive a plague." The fear of being "called out" or beckoned forth to the stage is an
autonomous act of agency wielded by the two performers. The subversive reclaims its
sinister with the effort of disarming the audience to demystify the space of the theater as a
means towards the reconstruction of the perception of death through the lens of care and
intimacy. In this instance of the subversive, Brother(Hood) Dance! enacts the profound act as
a mechanism of healing and reconciliation of fear.
Each dance/performance work discussed aligns and wields the power of subversion so
uniquely that it grounds an understanding of the multi-faceted potential within the subversive
act. Each of the artists' works tends to the subversive with an authority of perception, and
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verifies the viability of its function thus allowing for a lucid comprehension of the
complexity of the dance/performance works covered.
The intent in this chapter is to elucidate the deep functioning of the artists’ works of
which are foregrounded in this endeavor in order to convey the critical response to the denial,
erasure, and marginalization regarding the autonomous nature of and agency within these
artists’ works. Projecting to the future, I can envision the opportunity to turn my attention to
other art forms within the black, African American, or Africana category that would benefit
from an analysis of the subversive at play, i.e., theatre, music, the visual arts. However, as
my particular scope in this dissertation is that of dance/performance, I will retain this
discursive outlook for another time perhaps for a future treatise on subversion. For now, I
will be resolute in my purpose of offering a glimpse into the magnanimous imaginations and
provocations of the eight artists of my dissertation.
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Conclusion
In my research, I have identified seven African American dancer/choreographers and
one "performance artist." They each contribute to the broad picture that is black concert
dance/performance and pushes the boundaries as to how that can be defined and what a
broadening of the scope can offer to the discourse. What I have offered is a means by which
we can see, through artistic form, the depth that artistry can convey, the agency it maintains,
and ultimately, what a medium such as black concert dance/performance has and can do and
be. When the moniker was ascribed upon the African American choreographers and dancers
of the time, it was given as a means of categorization with a marginalizing effect, signaling to
the mainstream to look at these works with different expectations and adjudicative standards.
Later, situating the form in a contentious relationship between its artistic aesthetic and the
economics of modern dance. However, what has occurred over the last eight decades has
been the cultivation of a form that has exploded any notions of simplicity or superficiality.
The artistic works represented here—Katherine Dunham’s “Shango,” Pearl Primus’s “Fanga”
and “Hard Time Blues,” Eleo Pomare’s “Blues for the Jungle,” Reggie Wilson’s
“Introduction,” Preach R Sun’s “CHRYSALIS (Cry Solace),” Jawole Willa Jo Zollar’s
“Batty Moves,” and Orlando Zane Hunter, Jr and Ricarrdo Valentine’s, “how to survive a
plague,” speak to a legacy and heritage of radicalism for the purpose of liberation. Many
other artists are not covered in my research but have a place here, as they too contribute to
the eradication of any sense of imposed definition as to the aesthetic of black concert dance:
Garth Fagan, Blondell Cummings, Dianne McIntyre, Abdel Salaam, and so many others. It is
essential to understand that artists who find themselves within the black concert dance
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category simply because of the color of their skin, do understand their existence within a
racialized society. However, they all work with this not as a limitation but simply as an
unfortunate reality in a society that resists equality. What is born has less to do with the
categorical, black concert dance/performance, and more to do with the perspective of the
maker within this society. In addition to its aesthetic, political and economic contributions to
the field, black concert dance, as a form, has been able to teach an audience about physical,
mental, and spiritual survival. It is the possibility of life.
A black liberational spirituality functions as a means to live through the oppression of
a racialized society. Its main focus is the resistance against that which attempts to
marginalize and inhibit access. It is the intangible space of resistance. As an outcome of
limitation, an impulse toward survival is triggered, and it is a black liberational spirituality
that emerges from that impulse. A black liberational spirituality is a hybrid force constructed
in response to long-term exposure to racial inequality. It is a call to action for those who
suffer the indignities of dehumanization at the hands of white patriarchal hegemony. It is a
way out of Plato’s “cave” with dignity and agency. It is a means to an end. It is a pathway to
a victorious achievement of personhood. It is a mirror that reflects a vision of all oppressed
within it; it is a portal through to an alternate reality. A black liberational spirituality has less
to do with liberty as an objectified achievement and more with liberation as a state of being
and way of living. Because racial blackness lacks any true reality other than the space it is
given within our racialized society, a black liberational spirituality offers potentiality. It is
what you are to become and how you exist, not where you will end, and it is this possibility
that holds the hope and fear of true liberation. What and who is the black race to be if not
black?
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Black concert dance is a black liberational spirituality. It functions as a means by
which African American choreographers and dancers may live a freedom, not within
oppressive mainstream existence. Black concert dance functions as a revelation countering an
oppressive mainstream society. It is similar to blackness in this sense as its existence is due
in large part to the racialized society it belongs to and was created in. The marginal and
oppressed citizen bears the brunt of otherness. How is it possible for a black concert
dance/performance tradition to live beyond its imposed moniker? What can we understand
about black concert dance/performance as a by-product of a racialized system of oppression?
We can understand the ways in which self-definition and agency work from within. Though
the titles were inscribed, what has occurred over the decades is a subversion. From an
attempt to oppress in every realm of the African American existence in America, the soul of
a people once again resists and redefine the terms.
There is a richness of value within this form that goes beyond the aesthetic; there is
function. This connects to the past (traditional African “art” and performance) and mobilizes
a future. Function, the necessity to matter or have a purpose, is what lives in the nature of
black concert dance/performance. The responsibility that Emmanuel Levinas writes about
exists fundamentally with the black concert dance/performance due to the objectification of
humanity that African Americans have been forced to live. It is the outcome of living in a
racialized society as an object of another's creation (black) and as a self-made subject that
carries along with the history, traditions of ancient civilizations and cultures.
How does black concert dance/performance function? It creates a space and place of
wholeness and agency through the phenomenological aesthetics of its form. It has the
potential to bring everything of its objectified and subjectified being into existence for a
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glimpse into true liberation. Even though black concert dance/performance centers blackness
in racial terms, the blackness functions as a possibility of discovering and living an existence
in the world with agency, complexity, and multidimensionality. Black concert
dance/performance is spiritual because it creates avenues for the collectivity of equality
through difference to coexist like a vast forest with innumerable species of plants and animal
life. Within life exists plenty and abundance. Black concert dance/performance is a
possibility and oneness of many working to achieve through the body, the presence and
brilliance of the soul as spirit through the dynamics and physicalities of dance.
This is the ultimate outcome of such a journey as the phenomenological aesthetics of
a black liberational spirituality. Through the lived experience of blackness, the African
American choreographer/dancer/performer working within the realm of an Africanist
aesthetic must at one point or another confront the very construction of such a concept as a
black concert dance. In a similar way as the Fanonian anecdote of the young white boy
seeing a "nigger" for the first time, each of the artists covered in this text understands the
shock caused by the confrontation of one's external form. However, what is ultimately argued
here is that the internal core of that external form is so much more. And, it is through
temporal and spatial existence of the black choreographer's/dancer's body, through the
dynamism of movement and dance that any hope of truth and liberation is revealed. It is the
ability and freedom to move that validates our living.
In all, the phenomenological aesthetics can only be engaged through the reality of
time and space. It is a true occurrence as existence that allows for the garnering of an
understanding that is a black liberational spirituality. It is through the "doing" that one can
come to both perceive and appreciate the activity at hand, and in that occurrence rests its
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function for the society it serves. Through the work of all the artists covered, one can begin
to comprehend that function, as a kind of reason for form, is the meaning for the form—what
does a work/action intend, and how does it go about the work of its purpose? In a
phenomenological sense, how does the occurrence of a dance/action reveal to its viewer?
Ultimately, I do not think it is possible to redefine "black," but we can attempt a
recontextualization of it based on the phenomenological aesthetics of the creatives covered in
this writing. What does that mean? It means that these artists are doing more than simply
asserting their blackness. They are affirming their humanity through their right to be. The
creative spirit cannot be defined by race. The creative impulse must not be determined from
without. This is why the only way for me to be "successful" in my effort to address what
these creatives practice is after the fact and with their voice (through the choreographic or
performative medium). They are engaged in the deep matter of creation that calls upon them
to be assertive, not only as racialized beings but as creators. They are the universe responding
to the necessary impulses of essence and existence. Like Shango who carries the doubleheaded ax, it is the duality that must power creation—the bàtá drum (a Nigerian two-headed
traditional ceremonial drum governed by Shango) that mirrors the duality in one whole. Here
we can reimagine dichotomy and binary as necessary, binaries existing as balance. We can
also recontextualize black from a racialized reality to an eco-spiritual beingness, enabling it
to exist aside from the historical oppression of social construction and a space of creative
potentiality—from the void as possibility, as liberation, as spiritual. With that, what is left is
an offering to the spirit of knowledge: black liberational spirituality—embodied expressivity
based on oneness with the primal life force functioning to provide a space of freedom. The
social construct of race is illegitimate as a container of the creative spirit. It is not black as a
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race; it is black as the eco-spiritual—the universal creative, the darkness from which the
spark of light is born. In all of us, we have “blackness”; we have the potential for the creation
of matter—for the initiation of the light of creation.
I need to reiterate, in an effort not to be misconstrued concerning the aesthetics that I
have written about, that what is at stake here is the reality of the significance we attribute to
the beautiful. It is key to understand that the beautiful is useful in regards to a necessary
recontextualization. We must know that, in many instances, particularly of the artists covered
in my dissertation that the beautiful is secondary, if not tertiary. In the cases of these artists,
the beautiful is a by-product or a latent concern. As Reggie Wilson stated when asked if
beauty is relevant consideration of his, "no… it's not for me personally, for my work and
hasn't been a helpful… idea to work with, and that's not to say that I don't think that I make
beautiful things or that I make people [look] beautiful... That [just] hasn't been a way that I've
structured my thinking (Interview. See appendix)." This is not to completely disregard the
possibility of the beautiful. However, as a primary concern governed by external properties
of stasis, this is not the beautiful that takes precedence. Arriving at the beautiful through the
efficacy of intent is indeed where the focus must be directed. Thus, a phenomenological
aesthetics is validated through the process of dynamic time and space — through a constantly
shifting existence that each audience member engages upon witnessing a dance/performance.
We can return then to Sheets-Johnstone for her work in the Phenomenology of Dance
to offer a kind of fundamental understanding of dance that is based in perception, so that we
can realize the emergent beautiful of such a phenomenon as dance. "When a dance is there
for us, we intuitively know that it is there; something alive and vibrant is happening on the
stage, and as we are totally engaged in our experience of that happening, we too are alive and
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vibrant: we have a lived experience… We are spontaneously and wholly intent upon the
continuously emerging form which appears before us, thoroughly engrossed in its
unfolding.” (Sheets-Johnstone 1).
Does the consideration of intent and function within the dance/performance
undermine the beautiful work of these artists and categorically position them out of the range
of the beautiful in art? Indeed it does not. It simply allows an alternate possibility of knowing
the beautiful in a work of art. Therefore, the concern of “what” is beautiful might then follow
the notion of “how” something is beautiful. The “how” points to its content and context
rather than simply the external form of its composition. It means perhaps a shift in the
assertion of the beautiful from a rational externalization of its form to the phenomenology of
its existence. Dance/performance, and its phenomenological aesthetic positioning can then
reassert itself through a cognitive shift in the minds and eyes of its viewer by allowing for a
keener familiarity to the main principles of movement and dance: dynamics, rhythm, and
intention.
Enabling a phenomenological aesthetics through the function of black concert
dance/performance as a black liberational spirituality then allows for a thorough
repositioning of dance and its significance in the world of art. In having access to concepts
that are unique and authentic to dance as a critical and hermeneutical means of analysis,
dance can experience a renaissance by which viewers can make deeper connections with
what they experience when viewing a dance. Further, and more specifically, black concert
dance can be understood not only relationally, but it can experience a new autonomy due in
large part to the fact that its form must be comprehended through its function and not only
through its form. This is a deepening of the experience of that which is identified as black
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concert dance. Activating a recontextualization of the discursive needs of black concert
dance/performance asks that all who are engaged in and with the form contribute to the
episteme conscientiously with the intent of interconnectivity concerning the philosophical
context of the form and the significance of its genesis regarding, as I have argued, spirit
possession. If the liberated expressivity of spirit is what is sought in the moment of
dance/performance, as it relates to black concert dance/performance, then we must not be
afraid or neglect to ask, “what spirit are we conjuring?” Further, we must not fear its
ontological indebtedness to the traditional sacred dances from which much of the early
vocabulary of the black concert dance is derived.
My endeavor has not been to codify or formulate a black aesthetic; there have been
numerous successful endeavors toward this goal previous to me. Namely, the seminal 1971
work, The Black Aesthetic, edited by Addison Gayle which features several defining essays
on the subject of formalizing a black aesthetic outlook in the area of music, poetry, drama,
and fiction. I have provided, in Appendix B, Larry Neal’s outline, “Reflections on the Black
Aesthetic,” as a means of connecting the philosophical work of earlier scholars with my
current research in and around the subject of the Black aesthetics. There are various
interrelated interests that I find valuable as a grounding source along the aesthetic continuum.
Nevertheless, my work has been to identify the physicalities of the black dancing body that
enables a perspective regarding its phenomenological aesthetic production.
The task that I have charged myself with within these chapters is a fundamental grounding
of a phenomenological aesthetics through the analysis of the seven dance/performance
works. Additionally, the solidification of these phenomenological aesthetics concerning their
temporal and spatial realities has been the desired objective. How these African American
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artists negotiate time and space in their bodies—bodies that exist within the racialized
paradigm that is the American society has caused deep investigation. I have "listened" to
what the works tell me and have "seen" what they show me so that I may honor the spirit of
their construction and their purpose. I have not intended to force upon the works an
inauthentic perspective for the sole purpose of achieving a self-serving outcome. The works
covered enact effectively their agency in shifting the culture of dance/performance and
making possible a vision of authenticity and truth as they collectively contribute to the
radical act of recontextualization. They have each confronted specific societal and sociocultural concerns within their bodies enabling us, the audience, the opportunity to
cathartically free ourselves from the limitations that constrict and confine our bodies.
One area that I have consciously constructed that may be in contradiction with the
artist is the use of the category of dance/performance. I am aware that a number of the artists
covered may disagree with their categorical inclusion. However, my goal here was to
encourage contemplation around how these two practices and histories, dance and
performance, come together to form a modality for greater agency. Both dance and
performance, divergent disciplines in academia, find themselves more and more in close
proximity in the field, as artists, such as those covered in my dissertation, discover
mechanisms by which interrelations are necessary for greater depths of subjectivity. What
these works convey as dance/performance works are the boundary-breaking effect that
catalyzes a schism and therefore a "fracture" as within the kasé of the Vodou drum rhythm.
At this temporal moment, the potential for change can occur and the “spirit” of the new or
different can emerge. The great success of these artists is the “fracturing” of the normative.
How they have been able to assert a different perspective, not just on the aesthetics of black
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concert dance/performance, but on the necessity for such a perspective. Dunham, Primus,
Pomare, Wilson, Preach R Sun, Jo Zollar, Hunter, and Valentine, mediate mobilization of
liberation through subversion and towards a black liberational spirituality of interconnected
subjecthood and agency.
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Appendix A. Interview excerpt with Reggie Wilson
The following is an excerpt from an interview with Reggie Wilson regarding notions of
beauty, context and tradition as it relates to his choreographic process and work.

Whitney V. Hunter:
So you were saying you never think of beauty.

Reggie Wilson:
No, I mean I don't, it's not for me personally. For my work, it hasn't been a helpful idea to
work with. And that's not to say that I don't think that I make beautiful things or that I make
people [look] beautiful. Identifying what is beauty and what different communities think
about beauty and analyzing beauty and that I'm translating one beauty to another beauty, that
hasn't been a way that I've structured my thinking.

Whitney V. Hunter:
Okay, the other thing that I am pondering through this process is the idea of what other ways
we can get to an idea, a concept of the beautiful that isn't based on the Euro-centric, classical,
Greco-Roman ideals of beauty and the philosophies that come out of that kind of research,
out of that body of art.

Reggie Wilson:
I think that that is the big difficulty right there. And I think that's why I don't deal with it. I
don’t approach it from a perspective of beauty because I think that that is such a big
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mountain to try and move or shift. Somehow, I think it's more useful. And maybe this is
coming a little bit from my anthropological kind of head, maybe, maybe not. Also, thinking
about what Drid Williams and her book, Anthropology and the Dance, I think I'm connecting
the two that this idea of beauty is also related to a question that people have like "what does
the dance mean?" And I think that that is [a] silly question or not a helpful question, that's
probably a better way to say it. And I think the beauty question for me hasn't been as useful a
question. The question I often [ask] when I'm going into a place, basically does boil down to
[not] what you think a group of people think is beautiful, but it's like what do people value?
Like what is valuable and meaningful to a group, a culture or community? And usually, that
aligns with what they might call beautiful, right? But sometimes I think if I start off with the
term beautiful, I so quickly go to that European model, quickly go to that Greco-Roman,
western model and any opportunity where I can avoid using that as a starting point, I find that
that's better.

Whitney V. Hunter:
Yeah.

Reggie Wilson:
You know, I'm speaking for myself. I'm not speaking for everybody on the planet. I'm just
saying for myself, in order for me not to go crazy and not to be obsessed with correcting
three thousand, four thousand, five thousand or however many thousands of years of history
for invalidating a particular trajectory. No, she [Drid Williams] says it's asking “what does a
dance mean?” What she says is [a] more helpful anthropological question when you're
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looking at dance, you know, the big "D" dance, is what are people doing when they dance?

Whitney V. Hunter:
Ok.
Reggie Wilson:
Not what does the dance mean? So then that's trying to get to the poetic and impractical and
you might start projecting. I can talk to actually coming from what the perspective of that
community actually is.

Whitney V. Hunter:
Okay.

Reggie Wilson:
But if you start [by asking] “what are they actually doing when they're dancing,” I pulled that
back to thinking about [how] you start to see people's value system. You start being able to
think that you were immune to because you're looking for something to line up one-to-one
with what you're thinking about the western or European ideas of beauty as opposed to the
thing that might be equated with beauty has nothing to do with perfection or idealism. It has
more to do with a sacrifice or have more to do with service or it has more to do with
groundedness or, you know what I mean? So if you're trying to look for the corollary, a
parallel to beauty, you might miss what actually functions [as the] beautiful within a
community or a culture.
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Whitney V. Hunter:
That's very interesting to me because it points me back to one of my main arguments or
points of inquiry. And that is, if Drid Williams is saying, “what are people doing when they
dance?” then embedded in that question, the doing part, is what is really interesting to me
because that is a time and space occurrence. That is something that is happening. And so that
is a different way of thinking [and a different] point of departure. If you think about it and
you look at an object and say it is beautiful because of these things, but then you can look at
a dance and you can say, well, it is beautiful because it is doing this and it happened.

Reggie Wilson:
Well, it stops being an object.

Whitney V. Hunter:
Right.

Reggie Wilson:
And beauty somehow is like this fixed object thing that is removed. Within a lot of nonwestern cultures, the idea of removing oneself is the antithesis of being alive and being
human. And then especially when you're looking at dance, dance in a lot of places is not this
thing separated from life and reality. It is either a celebration of life, in reality, it might
actually be a tool for explicating life and history and so it becomes a lot more complex than
the western notion of beauty, which is fixed and finite. For the “Platform” (Dancespace
curatorial series) that we just did, Judy, Director at Dancespace, because of its subject matter,
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wanted to think about her relationship and the Dance Space's relationship to St Mark's
Church, to the actual congregation. So in the end, after a bunch of different things, one of the
things that we decided to do was to have a special session for [the congregates] so that [they]
could ask me and Judy questions about my work, about my thinking about how I was
curating. So, you know, me, I was rambling about something and I talked about tradition and
[that] traditions change. And then there are two older women from South Africa, part of the
congregation, and one of the ladies raised their hand and [said] “I wanted to go back to
something you said, you said ‘that tradition changes.’ And I was like, Oh. But then she was
just really perplexed by that idea and that idea had never occurred to her that tradition[s]
aren't fixed, aren't finite. That assumption flies in the face of how we actually view reality,
our actual experience. We kind of see tradition changing all the time. Even when we tried to
keep it the same, something happens politically, something happened in the weather or we
have to move, the tradition changes and then we feel guilty about it. But it is just really funny
to her [that my statement] “traditions change” [is] like the exact opposite of a tradition [to
her].

Whitney V. Hunter:
Right, right, like [changing] is the antithesis of tradition.

Reggie: But different people in different bodies. I doing it and they move or they say the
same or if somebody dies or plague comes along or some economic catastrophe comes along
or some new community comes into your community or people just get tired of things and
things change. But after she came to the performance, she was just like dumb-founded; she
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was like that was so amazing and the whole experience that he did the lecture and then he
performed, and she's like, I don't even know how to explain to anyone what I experienced.
That was so wonderful!

Whitney V. Hunter:
That's awesome.

Reggie Wilson:
And like she said, “I saw tradition and I saw it changing and I saw it fixed; I saw y'all
moving.” I feel like the element of choreography and the element of what I now want to
copyright, what I call kinesthetic anthropology-- looking at how people use their bodies in
time and space. You know, the movement and action, like a choreographic idea of time,
space and movement. How things play out as cultural practices. And when you study that and
see how people have organized that, you find out a lot more about who they are and their
values. And beauty becomes apparent. It reveals itself. But sometimes I feel like if you go
looking for the thing directly you might miss it. And I think that that's also a bit of my
anthropological variance from the field research I tried to do and what I found in Trinidad
and Zimbabwe. That's in "Introduction" but it's towards the end, but it also is what I consider
part of my field research. Being in Zimbabwe with Black Umfolosi 16 for so long, Southern
Africa, but specifically Zimbabwe. [Then] asking “mama n'em,” to asking Reverend
Christopher and Ann Marie and folks in Trinidad that are Baptists, asking them direct

Self taught Zimbabwe acapella singing and traditional dance group who Reggie
Wilson/Fist and Heel Performance Group collaborated with to create “Black Burlesque.”
16
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questions and then connecting them in Zimbabwe with the Zionist church, sometimes a direct
question or looking for the direct corollary to something. There's rarely a direct [corollary],
but finding anything that might actually be the closest to a direct [corollary], you know, it's
like a direct representation of the same thing. You get there by going around about it. Like
the more context and the more information and the more history, I find that access. When I
would go to Trinidad and Tobago every carnival season and then [I] might be there for even
a month or two months or whatever. And it was trying to go to church, church services and
what time of year and I don't know if it was the dry season or the rainy. Then when I went in
the other part of the year six months later, [the] part of the year when it was raining, it was
just like, oh, these things that I thought, these people never did, they do, they just do it on the
other half of the year. So asking that same question or going in and trying to investigate that
same question at a different time, you know talking about time and space and they go in a
different time of the year. I would find out if I only kept going back in January, February to
see what a Spiritual Baptist baptism looks like or what it looked like to moan 17, I might
assume I started to notice what it actually meant or what it actually was doing. But if I went
in September, October it could mean something that I might think of as being exactly the
opposite of what I was starting to think about. Having the two kinds of information actually
start making [sense], I [start] having a more holistic picture.

Whitney V. Hunter:
Okay. Right, because you get different perspectives.

17

A vocal worship style practiced by the Spiritual Baptist congregation.
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Reggie Wilson:
The stuff that I didn't know that I wasn't asking or the assumptions I did not realize that I was
making because I didn't know to ask this other side of the question. Like if I assume that
people, when they go to moan, they always sleep on the church floor and it's like, oh, they're
able to sleep on the church floor at that time of the year. But when it's another time of the
year, they make this other way because the floor might be too cold or it might be too wet or it
might be blah, blah, blah blah, blah. And it's just like, then, I really get to the core of what
they are doing and why they would have to sleep on the floor.

Whitney V. Hunter:
Right.

Reggie Wilson:
And maybe the reason they have people sleep on the floor is that the thing might be too
moldy if it’s wet, it could be anything random like that. I start to make assumptions, “Oh,
they have people sleep on the floor because they're trying to make it as difficult for them as
possible. Or, they want them to be connected to the spirits that are underneath the church
floor. And then there's just sleeping in the center pole. This is like, the other time of the year
they have them sleep near the furnace or the thing,” you know what I mean?

Whitney V. Hunter:
Yeah.
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Reggie Wilson:
And it's like, oh, that's not as important as I think it has been.

Whitney V. Hunter:
You know that makes me think about working with you. And one of the things that always,
especially when I worked with you, in relation to [and] at the same time that I was working
with Graham, how, in Graham, everything is so very important. Every action you make it's
like the last time you're going to ever make that action and then to come into rehearsal with
you, it's like a thousand actions that have so many meanings; they have all these [variances]
of importance. But, the thing that's interesting to me about it is that it felt like it was less
significant, but it still meant something. I mean it was still important to you as a
choreographic moment, right? So it didn't have to be in a way platformed [as] this big gesture
to have the kind of significance. And then concerning what you've been just talking about,
this idea of context that you, to get a more accurate understanding of something, have to have
the kind of context. What do you think about that?

Reggie Wilson:
I think it's true. I think it's true. I think it's true almost universally, but I don't necessarily
know that everybody teaches something that way. Then my argument would be like, as the
kinesthetic anthropologists, right? Taking that perspective, whatever I'm starting to mean by
that. So the way I would go into thinking about the Graham choreography and the culture of
it as Graham, well what was she doing when she came up with that movement over time?
What did that movement start to mean and read to her as she taught it to different folks and

235

then as it was done on more than just her body or other people's bodies that she first made it
on, what did they think that they were doing when they did that gesture and they ended up
performing it. And so I feel like I've even incorporated that, but I think when people feel like
they're teaching you repertory, then it's better to have one company member or the
choreographer kind of go in and just teach you from one perspective.

Whitney Hunter:
That's interesting.

Reggie: I've found that is the worst for my choreography, I think it's the worst possible idea.

Whitney Hunter:
Oh, interesting. Okay.

Reggie Wilson:
I found that for my particular work. And I think it has to do with my general perspective,
[and] I don't think that it's necessarily cost-effective. But I think the more context that you
have [the better]. So, what I do is I try and have multiple people from Fist and Heel teach the
group or the dancer coming in to learn something, the same thing. So they'll see how Paul
thinks about and works with it versus how Hannah did, versus Whitney coming back and
remembering “well, when I learned that gesture that I thought that nobody had ever asked me
to do that,” and let's say Raja might come in and say, "Oh my God, everybody that I ever
danced for has asked me to do a version of that." And so if I'm learning that gesture only
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from you, my perspective might be like, Oh my God, this is unique, so different and I've
never done it before. And Whitney is right. And you teach them for a week and then another
week Raja comes in and says, "oh no, this choreographer I worked with did a version of that,
or at least what I think is a version of that. Then this other choreographer does what I think is
a version of that or what I think is a version of that. And then they'll [say] “Oh, well I think I
still agree with Whitney, but from Raja's perspective, I could see the relationship of this
movement with that, and with that... And then the more context I have, the more ownership I
have of the work, of the practice and the initial kinesthetics.

Reggie Wilson:
Like if you look at Ailey now versus how Ailey looked back in the, let's say the nineties or
the 2000s versus how it looked back when Mister Ailey was alive, when they were going to
Africa for the World Arts Festival18. What Revelations looked like?

Whitney Hunter:
They are completely different worlds.

Reggie Wilson:
And I think that idea [that] tradition changes is so important.

First World Festival of Negro Arts was a 24-day festival held in Dakar Senegal, West
Africa in 1966 with performances and visual arts of various African nations and African
American entertainers and artists.
18
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Appendix B: Larry Neal’s outline, “Reflections on the Black Aesthetic”
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